
        
            
                
            
        

    

Battlemaster’s



Gambit







NATHAN PIERCE



Copyright © 2012 Nathan Pierce
 

All rights reserved.
 







DEDICATION



To my amazing wife, who’s reaction when I mentioned that I was thinking about writing a monster girl harem novel was, “Cool, let me know if I can help.” This book wouldn’t exist without her constant support and willingness to step up and take on extra duties as I’ve been writing every spare moment.



I love you, babe.








ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



I’d like to thank the many people on Royal Road that provided invaluable input while I was writing the book.  Thanks to my Patreon family who made it possible to commission such amazing artwork and provided encouragement to keep grinding when I was too tired to think straight.  To my friend and editor, Aaron Gross for translating my garbled English into prose.  To the Specs twins for encouraging me to write a book with such enthusiasm that I went and did it.  To the select friends and family that I allowed to know about the project, then badgered incessantly for opinions.  To you, the reader, who’s taking time out of your busy day to read my book.  Thank you all so much for making this possible.







Prologue



Gill quietly scoffed at the pitiful Earth human as he attempted to stalk a wolf.  She would have warned him he was obviously walking into a trap, but the brainless moron had ordered her to be silent unless he asked a question.  He had never asked her if attacking the lone wolf was a good idea, so she hadn’t told him it was a dipshit idea.
 

Dipshit was her new favorite word.  Gleaned from Stan’s thoughts, the word perfectly described her ‘master’.  The guy couldn’t order his way out of a wet parchment sack, but he was great at giving useless orders she was compelled to obey.  Gill missed her pack and her Alpha.  Now, there was a man who knew how to command.  She had been angling to join his harem before that damn player had attacked her tribe.
 

She had never seen the attacker but knew they were a necromancer. Hordes of skeletons had poured into the camp as most of the pack sat down for the evening meal.  She’d snatched up her club and begun smashing the disgusting undead, defending the weaker members of the pack and trying to link up with the pack’s alpha and his elite fighters. 
 

Something had killed her then.  Gill suspected it had been a spell but couldn’t be sure.  Most creatures that were resurrected in Tournion lost the memory of their death.  According to legend, Summons used to keep that memory, but it drove many insane.  Some god or another had subsequently decreed that all deaths would be lost from memory on resurrection, or respawn, as the newer players were fond of calling it.
 

“Do you see any other monsters, Club?” Stan thought to her. 
 

He always defined her by the weapon she had been bound to when she had been made a Summon, and it pissed her off.  She had an overhead view of the player that extended about five feet in every direction.  She was glad that the ambushing wolves were out of her sight radius, though she could have misled him anyway since she didn’t consider wolves to be monsters.
 

“No, master,” she answered simply. 
 

The cowardly little man considered her a monster, and the only way to communicate with him was with a tone of absolute subservience.  Anything else sent his panicked thoughts down a road of paranoia, wondering if she was planning to eat him.  Stan had only seen her physical body once, when he had summoned her. He had nightmares about her. Nightmares!
 

While not conceited, Gill was a confident gnoll woman and certainly didn’t consider her form worthy of nightmares.  That pitiful little bitch should be having fantasies about me, not nightmares. ‘Bitch’, was another favorite she had learned from Stan.  She found it ironic how many of his own euphemisms seemed tailor made to describe himself. 
 

Having worked up his nerve, Stan charged from the bush screaming like an idiot. The wolf darted into the underbrush as the ambushers she was expecting closed in from the flanks.
 

Gill really had wanted to warn Stan of the ambush she suspected.  After all, when the little weasel died, there was no telling how long she would have to languish in the void before another damn player chose the club. Summoning her, once again, onto the planes of Tournion.
 

She even tried to shout and warn him of the large grey shapes approaching from behind, but his command had been quite clear, “Do not fucking talk to me unless I ask you a question.”
 

She could only watch with mixed satisfaction and sadness as the lead ambushing wolf latched onto Stan’s hamstring and shook the leg like a mouse. The idiot human pitched onto his face, only now realizing that he was the prey, not the hunter. 
 

She really didn’t want to go back to the void.  A thousand years with the odious little man would be preferable to the foggy nothingness of the void. Still, she couldn’t help a vicious little grin from spreading on her ethereal lips as the pack’s alpha showed up and closed its jaws around Stan’s neck, cutting off his ridiculous high-pitched shrieking.
 

The bright afternoon sunlight dimmed as Stan died.
 

“Shit, shit, shit,” Gill thought in a panic as the vivid colors of the world faded to a dull grey, and her consciousness drifted upward like a leaf on the breeze.
 

“Better luck next time,” a booming voice echoed through the darkening mist around her.
 

She wanted to ask about the voice, but her sense of self, her very essence, was being muted into temporary oblivion.  She could still perceive the blank environment and feel time passing, but she just couldn’t be bothered to care.  Nothing really mattered. 
 

Nothing except getting out of the void and feeling again.  Like a dimming candle, her hopes were going out.
 







1 Arrival



My name is Andric Graven, and I had just died a mundane death. More on that later.  The more pressing matter, the words in front of me that proclaimed:
 

WELCOME TO THE GAME
 

Just like that. Big ass capital golden letters, floating in a void, at the center of my vision. I knew that they were at the center of my vision because when I looked around, the words followed my line of sight. 
 

“What the actual fuck?” I muttered under my breath. 
 

Well, I tried to mutter under my breath, but no sound came out.  In fact, I couldn’t feel my lips move. I glanced down and saw… nothing.  Not that I was blind. I could still see the big ass glowing welcome sign, just not my body beyond the floating words. I tried passing my hand in front of my eyes, but no dice. No hand, either. Well… shit.              
 

I know, I know. I curse too much. Blame it on the United States Army.  If I were meant to talk like a saint, the Army would have issued me a filter. Anyway, I felt like I should have been freaking out about my consciousness acting independently from my body, but I just… wasn’t. 
 

Maybe it was that very lack of body that was muffling my emotional reactions.  That was probably it, I decided; not having an endocrine system, accompanying chemicals, or a brain for them to react with.  The cause of my curious lassitude abruptly became far less important.
 

Class Selection in
 

10
 

9
 

Well, that was interesting. Most of my favorite games began with a class selection, so maybe this wouldn’t be so bad.
 

8
 

7
 

6
 

Some part of me speculated that countdowns could be a bad thing, but really, I was simply curious.  I wanted the countdown to finish, so I could discover what would happen next.
 

5
 

4
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Maybe if I still had my body, my life would flash before my eyes at this point but, considering that had not happened when I died, I guessed it was unlikely to happen for a simple countdown.
 

2
 

The tiniest bit of excitement pulsed somewhere within my disembodied spirit, or whatever I had become. 
 

1
 

You have died and been selected for The Great Game. Your trip to whatever afterlife you were destined for has been postponed.
 

Do not squander this opportunity to achieve greatness.
 

Your starting stats are:
 

Name: Andric Graven

 

Race: Human

 

Gender: Male

 

Age: 20

 

Strength: 5

 

Agility: 4

 

Endurance: 4

 

Aptitude: 3

 

Intelligence: 5

 

Wisdom: 3

 

Luck: 3

 

Durability: 2

 

Resistance: 2

 

Weapon slots: 2

 

Armor slots: 1

 

Available Classes: Melee, Ranged, Magic, Rogue, Hybrid

 

Only five classes, I thought sarcastically.  Kind of lackluster after all that buildup.
 

“Those are just the base classes, silly,” a small, cheerful voice piped up from behind me.
 

I spun to behold a tiny naked chick with batwings floating in the nothing behind my perception.  I had no hormonal chemicals, but my male reflexes were working fine as I checked out her tight lithe form and high small breasts.  Essentials out of the way, I brought my gaze to her pixyish face, taking in her glowing red eyes and the tiny black horns curling out of her obsidian hair.
 

“Did you just read my mind, little demon?” I asked, still using my thoughts because, well, I had no other options.
 

The two-foot-tall demon girl cocked a sassy eyebrow and asked, “Do people usually answer your thoughts without reading your mind?”
 

That made sense in a nonsensical way, I supposed.
 

“Ok, nice to meet you, Batgirl,”
I thought.  “What’s your name and what am I doing here?
 

“I’m Tic,” she huffed, her tiny breasts wobbling attractively.  “I’m an imp, not a bat girl.  You did read the sign, right?  You’re here for the Great Game. Normal afterlife on hold, etcetera, etcetera...”
 

She sounded bored and a touch disappointed now.  I guessed I was asking the same questions that most people asked and could understand why she would be aggravated by it.
 

“Ok,” I responded, determined to be less of a chore for the tiny demon lady.  “Are you supposed to help me select a class?”
 

“Yep,” she answered, smiling again.  “It can be kind of fun to match someone to a good class.  Guess that’s why they gave me this gig.”
 

“Who’s they?”
 

“Can’t tell you, moving on,” she chirped, a sinuous, spaded tail slithering out from behind her and snapping in my direction, apparently in rebuke.
 

“Ok,” I said, glad that all my emotions were on pause along with my afterlife.  I suspected that I would be a gibbering mess in this tiny lady’s presence without the super-quaalude effect of not having a body.
 

“So, what class should I pick?”
 

“How the seven hells should I know?” the pretty little demon laughed. “I can read your thoughts, not your entire history.  What are you good at?”
 

“Umm,” I thought, “I’m a good shot with a rifle and a pistol.”
 

Tic scrunched up her angular little features. “There are firearms of a kind here, but no Earth human has done well with that class in a few hundred years.  From what I can tell, the firearms that you have now are so dissimilar to what is available on Tournion, that your knowledge of them is more likely to be a detriment, than an asset.
 

She motioned with one delicate clawed hand, and the golden letters slid around between us and popped open the ranged option.
 

Ranged:
 

Archer, Ranger, Grenadier, Artificer, Arbalist, Longbowman, Horse Archer, Fletcher, Slinger, Skirmisher, see next 10…
 

She then scrolled though options faster than I could see them until finding what she was looking for.
 

Gunslinger:
 

You have the knowledge of how to use basic firearms.  This class has powerful ranged capabilities but relies heavily on your ability to find and make the alchemical powders required to power your weaponry.  Leveling up will grant you access to more elaborate alchemical powers and solutions, giving your firearms new capabilities.
 

I saw what she meant.  It seemed like primitive black powder weapons were the only option.  It would be cool to unlock the capabilities of high-level magical propulsion powders and ammunition, but it sounded like I would be required to find the ingredients myself and that seemed pretty lame.  Besides, if it were anything like the primitive firearms from Earth’s history, after one shot, I’d have a lengthy reload time that would probably get me killed early.
 

“Alright, pretty imp,” I thought, “I agree that firearms are no good.”
 

“Awww,” she cooed, “No one has called me pretty in like… a hundred years.  Not on purpose anyway.  Most of you Earth humans like my tits but are weirded out by the rest of me.  That’s why I just started going naked.  Gives you simple males something to look at besides my wings and tail.”
 

“Hrmm…I mean, I guess I can see that” I thought, “but aren’t the other humans disembodied like me. I honestly don’t know if I’d be more frightened or attracted to you if I had a body to be scared in.  All of you is pretty cute with no hormones to cloud my objective judgement.”
 

Her red skin turned an even deeper shade of red as she answered, “Most of you Earthlings see me as evil incarnate or an abomination. The only positive comments I usually get about my looks are opinions about my tits.” She thrust out the tiny yet perfect globes in question.  “You guys have some fucked up religions on Earth.  Takes some of the fun out of the job, I can tell you that.”
 

I suspected that I would be super proud of making a demon blush if I were in my body.
 

“Well, Earthlings are assholes.  I don’t subscribe to any of our religions, but I’m not a hard-core Atheist either.  Anyway, now that we have established that you’re definitely a cute imp, let’s get back to selecting me a class.”
 

Tic eyed me speculatively before asking, “Are you good with any other weapons?”
 

“Not really,” I answered. “I’ve done a fair bit of hand-to-hand training, but mostly unarmed.  We primarily use guns to kill each other on Earth, and aside from some fringe types, combat with melee weapons is a lost art.”
 

“I’m guessing that magic hasn’t made a comeback in the last week or so either?” she asked.
 

“Nope,” I confirmed.
 

“Well, I think I have the perfect class for you,” Tic announced with a wide, mischievous grin.
 

“How so?” I wondered. “It seems I’ve only explained what I’m not good at.”
 

“Well… to be honest, it has more to do with your ability to think of me as cute rather than any martial prowess you may or may not possess.  I would’ve suggested something else if you were already good at a useful skill or had magical experience.  Besides, there are so many lovely weapons in the void, and so few Battlemasters.”
 

As she talked, the little demon rapidly flicked through classes until she found the one that she was looking for.
 

Battlemaster: A battlemaster can summon sentient weapons and armor.  This class is incapable of leveling up, but instead, levels up summoned equipment that, in turn, enhances the players abilities.

 

“I’m a little worried about that not being able to level myself up part,” I hedged. 
 

“Don’t worry about it,” she soothed with a dismissive flick of her talons. “I’m not allowed to give you too much hard information, but trust me, you were born for this class.  You were clearly some kind of warrior in your previous life.  Slightly above average strength, slightly below average intellect combined with the ability to intellectually think I’m cute with no testosterone to help.  You HAVE to pick battlemaster.”
 

Tic was positively gushing by the time she finished speaking.
 

“I don’t see what thinking you’re cute has to do with anything,” I thought, getting suspicious.
 

“Still can’t tell you.”  Her tone cooled to a more businesslike level. “All I can say is that I do want you to succeed, and my professional recommendation, is battlemaster.  You are free to ignore my suggestion and pick whatever class you like.  There is, of course, no time limit for when you must choose your class.”
 

Given that I had no information about this game and Tic’s only job seemed to be to recommend classes, I would have been foolish to ignore her advice.  I considered browsing the classes anyway to learn more about the game from the class descriptions, but that seemed boring.  I had a new game to start, and a professional had suggested my class.
 

Congratulations, Battlemaster!
 

You have been given one life to compete with on Tournion.  If you play well, and entertain the Gods, you will be rewarded.  Mediocracy will be punished.  Good luck battlemaster.
 









2 here there be monsters



I woke up and rubbed my eyes. I rubbed my eyes!  I had hands and eyes again!  Relief washed over me.  It had all been a dream.  Looking around, the feeling of relief escaped like air from a punctured balloon as I took in my surroundings. 
 

Grey, stone walls surrounded a stone altar, upon which I was currently reclining. Several alcoves and tunnels indented the walls of the large circular room.  Soft, blue light, with no discernible source, glowed from the seam between the walls and ceiling.
 

Anyone who has ever taken a step down from a tall ladder and missed a rung knows the sinking feeling of sick panic that you are going to fall to your death, that flashes through a body the instant before regaining balance.  Only this time, there WAS no finding my footing and catching my balance.  The sinking sensation in my guts just continued all the way to the floor.
 

The room would probably have conveyed a comfortable vibe if the sight of it had not come with the resurgence of crippling fear and anxiety that had been absent in the void.  The feelings were even more intense now that I had a body to supply adrenalin and whatever other chemicals were released into the bloodstream in times of extreme stress.
 

I jumped off the altar and noticed that its surface was also glowing with the same soothing, blue light.  The altar’s height was just above my waist as I stood beside it.  Glancing down, I saw that there were flat stone panes ringing the top of the structure, almost like a bank of computer monitors.  Though they were made of the same smooth light-grey stone as the rest of the room, there were words displayed upon them. 
 

Thankfully, they were illuminated in the same soothing blue as the mysterious light emitting from the top of the walls instead of that garish gold color. Maybe it was the fact that the gold text had delivered news of my death, but I had a sudden and unreasonable hatred for the gold lettering of the void.
 

You are in your Nexus, battlemaster. You may stay in your Nexus for three hours upon entering The Great Game.  You may enter the Nexus for one hour in each 24-hour period after the first day.  Leveling up can increase the amount of time that you can spend in your Nexus each day. You start with 100 exp and 2 soul gems.
 

As soon as I read the last word, the stone screens all changed.I bundled up my fears and emotions and shoved them, kicking and screaming, into the far reaches of my mind.  I now had a definitive time frame in this stage of whatever twisted game this was.  I was determined to make the most of it.
 

The display directly in front of me had the same character screen that had been displayed in the void.  I took a step to the right and read the corresponding screen.
 

100 exp
 

Below the experience total glowed the illuminated outline of an overlarge human handprint.  I shrugged and placed my hand in the spot to see if anything would happen.  The handprint disappeared and was replaced with text, though the exp total remained at the top of the screen. 
 

Jerking my hand away, I read:
 

Welcome to the experience shop battlemaster.
 

You may exchange experience for items or upgrade your summoned weapons and armor here.
 

Items:                         Weapons/Armor:
 

The Items icon was illuminated as brightly as the rest of the message, but the Weapons/Armor icon was dim.  I assumed that the greyed-out text was the result of me not having any weapons or armor yet.  Deciding to get more information before investigating the item shop, I moved on to the next pseudo-monitor. 
 

2 soul gems
 

A handprint identical to the first one glowed beneath the gem total, so I pressed my hand to it. 
 

Welcome to the gem shop battlemaster.
 

You may exchange gems to acquire and upgrade weapons and armor here.
 

Weapons:                                       Armor:
 

I needed to get all the information that I could before being ejected from my Nexus, but I knew the one thing that I wanted most was a weapon.  Deciding that I could gather information after getting something to defend myself with, I tapped the Weapons icon.  Apparently, the magic stone tablet was touch screen because the text changed again.
 

Weapons:
 

How many gems do you wish to spend?
 

Spending more gems will increase the odds of summoning better-quality weapons.
 

< 0 >
 

I had expected a list of weapons, not a random chance at a loot box, or whatever this was.  I stared at the message for a moment before a theory dawned on me, a theory I very much did not like.
 

I’m in a damn gacha game, I thought.  Of all the types of games I could be trapped in for my afterlife, it has to be a damn phone game!? The frothing panic monster that I had locked in the corner of my mind surged forward and morphed into anger.
 

There is a game term called being on tilt.  This term originated from old pinball arcade games.  If you got angry and jostled the machine enough, the game display would light up ‘TILT’ and you automatically lost the game.  Being “on tilt” in modern online gaming meant that a player is so angry or upset that they are making foolish and rash decisions.  Given my already tenuous emotional state, it hadn’t taken much to put me utterly on tilt.
 

Under this most debilitating of mental conditions, I stabbed the up arrow twice with my finger, and the number went from 0 to 2. 
 

Confirm spending 2 soul gems:
 

Yes                                         No  
 

I slammed the yes button a couple of time because fuck it.
 

Please choose a card
 

Five card icons appeared on the monitor.  Each card had a stylized weapon emblazoned in its face.  Two bore identical knives while others had a spear, a sword, and a club. 
 

There were no distinguishing marks on the weapons themselves.  They appeared to be silhouettes of the basic idea of a weapon rather than weapons themselves.  The border of the club card was illuminated green while the rest were dull grey. 
 

Yep, that confirms it.  My afterlife is a gacha game.
 

I angrily smacked the green club card.
 

Ku-chunk!
 

A sound like the violent opening of a sturdy push-bar door reverberated through the chamber.  The entrance of a tunnel to my right began to emit a soft green light, partially illuminating the interior of the tunnel.
 

Two reflective yellow eyes gleamed in the murk of the passage about six feet off the ground.  My inner rage monster calmed right the fuck down and ran back to its corner.  I stumbled into the monitor display slash altar while attempting to back away from the beast approaching through the darkness.
 

I had been in some harrowing situations in my life, but the pure, cold fear that I felt in that moment may have been the worst I’d ever experienced.  For about ten seconds, I was five years old again, and the monster under the bed had become very real.
 

This game sucked.
 

The creature continued its slow advance until I could make out the silhouette of a large humanoid, with horns and a crest on its head.  The monster’s completely alien gait was probably the most terrifying thing about the entire experience. 
 

This thing, whatever it was, walked like nothing I had ever seen before, and my mind, being unable to match its movements with any previous experience, was packing up for a vacation.
 

I backed slowly around the altar to put something between myself and the approaching creature.  Some part of my subconscious must have been warning me that running from a predator is the best way to instigate an attack. Moving at a slow and deliberate pace, and avoiding sudden movements, I attempted to escape its notice.
 

A memory of a man who’d fallen into the tiger pen in a zoo flashed through my mind.  He had just stood there, trembling, while the tiger decided whether or not to eat him. I understood what he had been feeling now; the absolute, surreal fear of facing a wild creature much bigger and more powerful than me was nearly enough to unman me. 
 

As I continued to back towards the far wall, I determined that I would fight.  Regardless of what came out of that tunnel, I would not die like a bitch. 
 

When the creature got almost close enough for me to make out details, other than the vague shadowy silhouette, she knelt on the ground…and spoke.
 

“Hello, Master.”
 

The voice sent pinpricks down my spine as my hair attempted to stand straight up. The rich feminine voice caressed my ears like crushed velvet over sandpaper. Then the words registered.  Through a herculean effort, I martialed my wits enough to reply.
 

“Err…Hello.”  My own voice gave me a bit of a start because it wasn’t the gravelly voice that I had grown used to over the last several years. I had become a clear tenor.
 

“Are you a new player, Master?” the beast asked. 
 

The smoky, almost growl, of its voice was contradicted by a perky cadence and tone. It was calling me ‘Master,’ so maybe it didn’t intend to eat me.
 

“Yes,” I replied with a little more confidence.
 

“Is it ok if I come closer, Master?” she asked with a delivery that was bubbly. 
 

It wasn’t valley girl or anything, but she sounded lively and curious.  The disparity between her low, inhuman voice and the friendly way she talked was giving my mind almost as much trouble as seeing her move in the darkness had. 
 

“Of course,” my mouth said without asking my brain for permission. 
 

She just sounded so friendly that I had responded on reflex.  I mentally cringed for a moment, but it was too late to take it back.
 

The shadowy monster slowly stood and moved to the tunnel entrance, into the light.  Nothing could have prepared me to see a monster in real life.  Despite my countless hours of gaming, my military career, and subsequent hardships caused by life in general, seeing a real live monster shook me to the core.
 

The first features that registered were her feet and legs. Below the knee, they looked like dog paws, complete with the reverse jointed ankle that traveled midway up her calf before folding back towards her knee.  Fine fur coated her legs, from paws to about mid-thigh, as if she were wearing strange stockings.  The black fur at her feet faded at her thigh to a shade of grey that dog breeders would have called blue.
 

Above the fur were pale grey but otherwise human thighs that disappeared beneath a leather kilt.  Her hips flared out generously in comparison to her slender waist.  Some detached part of my brain speculated that the musculature and bone structure of her hips and spine must be different than a human for her to walk upright on those lupine legs.  Before I could think about it too much, the manly half of my psyche slapped the nerdy half and told it to look at what she was wearing.
 

I briefly noted strappy, studded leather armor that exposed more cleavage than it should for adequate protection of her torso. My eyes skipped to her face and head.  What I had mistaken for horns and a crest were erect canine ears located high on her head. 
 

Her alert ears bracketed a mohawk of stiff looking grey and black hair.  The rest of her scalp had mottled grey and black fur that ran all the way down the sides of her neck.  Her face, the front of her neck, and her partially exposed breasts appeared to have human skin that of the same silvery grey color as her thighs.
 

She tilted her head quizzically, and I realized I had been standing there studying her for quite some time. I snapped my gaze to her golden eyes and noted that her face was almost completely human.  Her jaw may have been a touch wide, but her liquid gold eyes were definitely inhuman. Otherwise, she appeared to have attractive and strong female features.
 

A small smile tugged at the corners of her mouth, revealing the points of overlong canines dimpling her full lower lip.
 

“Like what you see, Master?” she purred playfully.
 

“I wasn’t …err...I mean to say...” I stammered.  I closed my eyes and centered myself as much as possible before opening them and continuing. “I’m being very rude.  I’ve never seen someone like you, please forgive me.”
 

“Wow.  That was positively smooth coming from an Earth human,” she cooed with an even bigger smile, showing off some truly lethal dentistry.  “The last one I met wouldn’t let me come out of weapon form for the entire two weeks I was bonded to him.” 
 

Her eyes were sparkling, and I was sure she was playing with me or testing me in some way.  The conversation was so surreal that the fear and emotional turmoil of minutes before were snuffed out like a candle.
 

“Well, maybe he was just a bitch, then,” I responded, deciding I would try for a bit of levity. 
 

She frowned suddenly and drew herself up to her full height, which was quite impressive.
 

“I am a bitch, Master.  He was a weak shit of a man whose cowardice and indecisive nature led to an early and avoidable, death.”
 

Heh, maybe not the best time to explain the colloquial use of the term ‘bitch’, as I think she is using the word’s literal meaning in this case.  She’s very well spoken for a…dog…girl though.
 

“I…see,” I said, trying to buy time to figure out a more appropriate response.
 

She suddenly threw back her head and cackled, a surprisingly high pitched and boisterous laugh.
 

“You should see your face, Master.  Though my last Earth Human master kept me in weapon form and refused to speak with me, I knew his thoughts while I was equipped.  I know what you meant…and he certainly was a bitch.”
 

Her shrill giggles stopped, and her gaze snapped back to mine.
 

“You’re not a bitch are you, Master?” she asked coyly.
 

I couldn’t decide if she was intentionally trying to be provocative or if she was just baiting me, so I opted not to go for any more jokes. 
 

“That remains to be seen, I guess.  I didn’t consider myself one in my past life, but I’ll admit this one has been a touch overwhelming so far,” I said.
 

“Well, I can tell you, Master, you’re already doing muuuuch better than your predecessor.” She drawled out the ‘much’, practically making it a moan. 
 

That settled it.  She was laying it on thick.
 

“What’s with this ‘master’ business?” I asked, speaking my thoughts as I had them.  “I suppose it was a common title in early Earth history, but why are you calling me master?”
 

“You are a battlemaster, are you not?” she asked, stressing the master portion of the class.  “I am naught but your humble club, your tool to strike down your enemies.  Yours to do with, what you will,” she said while running her hands up her thighs to her full hips.
 

I caught the mischievous glimmer in her eyes.  Sure, the words and the way she was saying them were charged with sexual overtones.  If I had still been in my twenties, I may have taken them at face value, but I didn’t believe for one second that she was half the brainless sex kitten she was pretending to be. 
 

I did have to catch myself before my gaze flicked down to reevaluate her bust.  Immature maybe, but no guy is completely immune to a pretty woman teasing them.  Even a guy who had just died and risen in a strange land, with the pretty girl in question being an even stranger creature.
 

“My name is Andric,” I said, deciding to steer the conversation to safer waters. 
 

I stretched out my arm to her to shake hands before thinking the action through.  She did a little pounce around the altar and grabbed my hand in both of hers.  Instead of shaking it, she lifted it to her nose and inhaled deeply. 
 

“You smell good, Master Andric.  My name is Gill,” she said through a long exhale, still holding my hand.
 

“Jill?” I asked, stifling my impulse to snatch my hand away.
 

“No, silly. Gill.  Like on a fish.  Oh.  Don’t you have fish on Earth?” she asked while still distracted by my captured digits.
 

“Yes, Gill, we do have fish on Earth.  You can just call me Andric if you want.  How, exactly, are you a weapon?” I asked.
 

“Oh!” she exclaimed, looking startled. “Am I really your first?” 
 

Her expression was all wide-eyed innocence, but I suspected she knew how her words were being perceived.
 

“Yes, Gill.  You are my first weapon in this strange game world,” I said, hoping to give her less ammunition to use as innuendo.
 

“Well, Master Andric, allow me to show you,” she said, inflecting the last word to make it almost sound like a question.
 

“Sure,” I responded slowly.
 

With that, she disappeared.
 

“Umm…Gill?” I glanced about confused.
 

I heard a peal of wild laughter in my head and spun around, looking for her.
 

“Oh, my Master, you are a silly boy.”
 

I realized I wasn’t hearing her voice with my ears but with my mind.  I would have been disturbed to be hearing her voice in my head if the entire encounter weren’t so surreal and if I hadn’t already gotten a taste of telepathic communication from Tic.
 

“I fail to see how this makes you a weapon, Gill,” I said aloud.
 

“You don’t have to speak out loud when I’m equipped, Master,” Gill giggled into my mind. “just think about holding me in your hands.”
 

Of course, before I could stop myself, I did think about holding Gill in my hands, and not exactly in a chaste way.
 

Laughter again.
 

“So, so naughty! I saw that!”
 

“That’s not exactly fair, Gill,” I muttered, still speaking aloud. Forcing my thoughts back on track, I added, “And I still don’t see how this makes you a weapon.”
 

I may have been a little slow on the uptake, but it had been an eventful day so far, and Gill’s teasing was not helping me think any clearer.  She was, however, doing an excellent job of distracting me from the harsh reality of my situation.  The gibbering madness I had been barely avoiding since arriving didn’t have much power in the face of the baffling dog girl’s antics.
 

“You have to think of holding me as a club, Master Andric.  Though I don’t mind if you think of holding me the other way, either.”  Her mental tone suddenly got much sharper. “And I’m not a dog girl. I’m a Gnoll.”
 

A mental picture of brutal hyena men from pop culture nerd lore flashed through my mind before I could stop it.
 

“Well, better than a dog girl, I suppose,” came Gill’s sulky response.
 

I tried ignoring the byplay between Gill and my subconscious while thinking about holding a club in my hands.  Nothing happened for a few seconds until I willed the club to be in my right hand and made a clutching motion.
 

When I did, a smooth grey wooden club materialized in my hand as if it had been there the entire time.  The handle was wrapped in clean brown leather, and there were little domed metal studs in lines down the business end, to about the halfway mark.  I almost dropped the damn thing in surprise.
 

“Please, don’t drop me, Master Andric,” Gill pouted in my mind.
 

“I won’t,” I absently thought back, my mind on the fact that I had just witnessed magic.  Like, real magic.  Maybe I should have chosen a caster class.
 

“No Master, then you wouldn’t have me.” There was a little more growl in her voice, and I had to concede the point.
 

If nothing else, her flirty attitude made my man brain refuse to allow me to show too much weakness, even to myself, now that she was in my head.
 

“Fake it till you make it, I guess,” I muttered under my breath.
 

“Are you really faking it, Master? Your thoughts seem pretty calm to me,”. Gill observed.
 

“Can you really hear all my thoughts in there, Gill,” I asked while swishing the club around to get a feel for its weight.
 

“Ummm…How much do you want me to hear, Master?” she asked in a perky tone.
 

Sighing, I thought to her, “I’ll just take that as a Yes.”
 

“I won’t listen to anything you don’t want me to, Master,” she responded quickly, sounding a little panicky.
 

“Call me Andric, or even Andy,” I said out loud. “And it’s fine, Gill. If you can control it, try just listening to my surface thoughts.  If not, just try not to bring up anything too embarrassing, please.”
 

“Yes, Master Andric,” she replied, back to her normal, cheerful cadence.
 

Well, if she could read my mind, she knew what I meant, so I decided to drop it.
 

“Hey, Gill, why was your card green while the rest were grey?” I found myself naturally posing questions that I would ask myself, in my head, to Gill instead.
 

“Because I’m awesome, obviously,” came the contented reply.
 

“Very informative,” I said, while feeling a bit of frustration at Gill for her mercurial response.
 

“OK.” she responded quickly, though to my words or my annoyance I didn’t know. “There are tiers of weapons. Grey, which is common, through orange, which is legendary.  Green is rare, and rare is good, Master.”
 

It was really shaping up to be a basic gacha game.  I reigned in my anger before it could get out of hand again.  Like any self-respecting gamer, I didn’t like pay-to-win, phone game garbage.  Apparently, I didn’t smother my anger fast enough.
 

“Master, I don’t know what a phone game is, but I promise to be a good weapon for you.” Gill sounded contrite in my mind.
 

“It’s not your fault, Gill,” I thought wearily. 
 

Rather than think an exact explanation, I let my mind drift over what I considered ‘real games’ and contrasted that with gacha phone games, wondering if Gill would be able to pick up my thoughts enough to understand the source of my frustration.
 

“Oh, I see,” she thought back to me after a few minutes. “I think once you get out of your Nexus and into the overworld, you will no longer consider this a gacha game, Master.  Or at least, not a ‘fake ass, predatory, money trap run by incompetent developers.’” The last bit was thought with some hesitance, as if she didn’t entirely understand the words but was repeating something she had heard verbatim.
 

I chuckled.  It was decidedly odd to hear modern concepts coming from a fierce gnoll girl residing in my head. 
 

Somewhat reassured, I gestured to the bank of not-computer monitors and asked, “Is there any way that you can explain to me how all this works?”
 

“Of course, Master.  May I come out of weapon form?”
 

“You don’t have to ask permission to do things, Gill.” I said, starting to get a little weirded out by the whole ‘master’ thing. 
 

I had been originally hoping that it was just an archaic title, but she seemed to take it far too literally.  It would be kind of hot in a bedroom sort of way, but I was not into actual slavery of any sort.
 

The club dematerialized into a grey mist that grew in front of me then quickly rematerialized into Gill’s muscular, crouching form.
 

“I actually do need your permission to change forms while in your Nexus, Master,” she said, looking up at me through those startling golden eyes. 
 

A little thrill of fear shot through me upon seeing her physical form again.  She was crouched down in a way that would not have seemed comfortable if she were human but seemed perfectly natural given her unique legs.  I also noticed, for the first time, that she had a fuzzy grey and black tail, slowly wagging behind her. 
 

Quickly averting my eyes, I cleared my throat.  “Well, consider this permission granted to change forms at will.”
 

I wanted to find out more about her and explain that I wasn’t her master in any way, but I wanted to find out about my situation even more.
 

“Really, Master Andric? You don’t mind?” She seemed surprised. 
 

When I raised a quizzical eyebrow, she continued. 
 

“Well, I know that you are kind of scared of me, and I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.  Not that you need to be.  I wouldn’t bite you or anything.” She seemed a little sad at the admission but continued, “You see, the thing is, you could trade me in for a soul gem and get another weapon with it.  You would only get one soul gem back, so you could only get grey weapons, but what if you found one that wasn’t scary? Maybe a blow pipe that is a cute little pixie? Probably not as effective as me in the overworld, but I…I terrify you, Master.”
 

“I don’t know,” I quipped, thinking of Tic’s tiny frame and huge personality.  “From my point of view, a tiny flying woman is just as scary as you are.” 
 

I knelt in front of her, bringing our eyes level.  I was still uncomfortable about the situation, but I felt like an ass.  I didn’t need to alienate my only ally, and I hated that my instinctual reactions had made her upset. 
 

“Besides,” I added, “why would I want a dinky blow pipe when I could have your bad ass club?”
 

She cracked a tiny grin.
 

“You really don’t want to replace me, Master?  I didn’t want to tell you that you could, but I forced myself to tell you.  If I hadn’t told you now, I don’t know if I would have, and if you found out that I knew and didn’t tell you, you’d probably hate me.” She was talking rapidly, and I held up my hands to stop her.
 

“Gill, I’m not sure why you want to be with me so much, but I promise not to replace you if you don’t want me to.” Sure, she was still a scary gnoll girl, but she was also a sweet gnoll girl.
 

Besides, there was no telling what other monsters I might summon if I tried again.  The more I talked with her, the more my mind adjusted to the fact she was just a woman.  An admittedly tall and muscular woman with animal parts, but a woman all the same.  Well, she was also a wicked club.  Things were getting confusing.
 

Gill smiled.  I still needed to adjust to those carnivorous chompers she was packing, but I managed not to flinch, and her smile did not falter.
 

“Now,” I said, standing and clapping my hands together. “Want to show me how the rest of this works?”
 

“Of course, Master Andric,” she exclaimed, shooting to her feet. 
 

I was average height for a male, at around five foot ten, but she was easily three inches taller than me, not counting the ears or mohawk.  She would be a very tall woman on Earth, but not nearly as monstrous as I’d first thought.             
 

She pointed to the stone not-monitors.
 

“The light slates allow you to access the shops and level up your weapons and armor.  You can get more information about all of your weapons and armor at these two here.” She indicated which screen she was describing while slowly walking around the altar.  “This one is the experience shop.  It has items like food, potions, and other necessities for sale, but I would recommend making normal money and buying those things from the overworld. 
 

“You can also convert money into experience points if there’s something you really want in the shop but you don’t have the experience.  Of course, I would prefer if you used your experience to level me up.” She paused to grin at me over her shoulder.  I may have gotten caught idly examining the hole in the back of her Roman style leather kilt that allowed her tail through the garment, but she didn’t mention it.
 

“This one is the auction house interface,” she continued. “All players can buy and sell from it. You can only buy and sell here for regular money.  By regular money, I mean gold, silver and bronze coins, called rounds. One hundred of each bronze, or small rounds, make a silver, or medium round; and one hundred medium round makes a gold, or great; round.”
 

I caught enough of that to understand that it was a standard game currency system, and I immediately wanted to check the auction house even though I had no ‘rounds.’   She continued her explanation before I could get a word in edgewise.
 

“This one is the summoning portal that allows you to summon new weapons and armor or trade in weapons and armor for soul gems.  Your Summons will appear down one of those five tunnels, according to the rarity of the item summoned.”
 

“Wait,” I interrupted. “Can I trade in any weapons that I find for soul gems?”
 

“Sadly, no, Master,” Gill replied, her tail drooping a bit.  “You can only trade in sentient weapons and armor that you have summoned or enchanted items that you find in the overworld.”
 

“How do I get more of these soul gems?“ I queried.
 

“You can trade in enchanted items or buy soul gems for experience points…” Her tail dipped again, which I took to mean that she was not a big fan of the idea.
 

“Most commonly, though, you can acquire soul gems for slaying particularly tough beasts or completing challenging quests.” Her rumbling voice was cautious while explaining the last option, as if she were afraid that it would upset me.
 

“Got it,” I said.
 

I wasn’t sure if I wanted to go around challenging monsters and completing quests since I would be facing them personally and not through a digital avatar while comfortably seated behind a keyboard.  I didn’t want to get sidetracked either, so I motioned for her to continue.
 

Gill gestured to some steps at the back of the altar I hadn’t previously noticed.
 

“The top of what you currently think of as an altar is your Nexus portal to the overworld of the Tournion.  You just stand on top of it and will it to take you to the overworld. Everything on its surface, including yourself, will be transferred.”  She chuckled a little when she said the word alter.
 

“Our first starting point will be random, but as we discover more locations, you can choose your destination.  You can always decide to pick a random destination, and it will take us to a level appropriate location.  There is some risk in this, however, Master.  A place that is level appropriate isn’t necessarily safe, it’s just not likely to kill you immediately.”
 

“You can also place items on top of the portal while using the shops, it will facilitate trades in exchange for the respective currency,” she continued.  “Those little alcoves over there, will become entrances to arenas, tournaments, and special events when you have leveled up sufficiently.”
 

“I thought I couldn’t level myself up?” I inquired.
 

“No,” Gill agreed with a smile, ”But leveling me up counts as your overall level.  It’s not a one-to-one ratio since you will eventually have many of us to level, and each level has an increased experience cost. But if you were to level me up to level five, you wouldn’t have to pay my level six EXP cost to level up one of my sisters to level two. Does that make sense, Master?”
 

“Yea, I think I understand the concept,” I replied.  “What do you mean about sisters, though?  Are your sisters’ weapons also?
 

Gill let loose another of those wild peals of laughter before responding.
 

“No, Master Andric.  Any weapons or armor you summon will be female. If you were a woman, they would all be male…unless you were gay, I suppose.”
 

I stared at her with incredulity. 
 

She held up her hands in surrender.  “I didn’t make the rules, Master.  I suppose one of the gods thought it would make it easier on the summoner if their Summons were sexually compatible. As far as I can tell, all of the summoner classes work like that.”
 

“Wait, so you have slept with your summoners?”  It wasn’t even a logical question, and certainly not any of my business. 
 

Maybe the lines between thinking and talking being blurred from the short period that Gill had been inside my head, short circuiting my ability to think before speaking.  I felt my face heating and went to retract the question, but Gill beat me too it.
 

“How very forward of you, Master,” Gill purred with a predatory grin. “But no, I have not.  I have only had two masters and one was the coward Earth human that I mentioned earlier.  The other was a lizard man that found me hideous and traded me in, hoping for a spear.” She paused and glanced down.  “And note, Master, that I said that summoners and Summons are sexually compatible, but not that sex is required.”
 

“No, no…I didn’t mean to imply…I’m not saying…,” I desperately searched for a way to abort the conversation. 
 

Gill just laughed again and strode back to the not-monitor with my experience total on it.
 

“If you want…” she began with a warm smile. “You could level me up before we go to the overworld.
 

I nearly sagged with relief.
 

“Of course,” I said, possibly with a bit too much enthusiasm.  I sidled up beside her in front of the light slate and presented my handprint. I hadn’t really made any concrete plans on what I was going to do with my experience points, but I was willing to use them to bail me out of that awkward conversation.  Using them to level Gill up was probably the best thing I could do with them anyway.
 

Welcome to the experience shop battlemaster.
 

You may exchange experience for items or upgrade your summoned weapons and armor here.
 

Items:                  Weapons/Armor:                     Special:


I tapped the Weapons/Armor icon and the screen changed.
 

Weapons:                           Armor:                Accessories:
 

Gill - Club                          N/A                            N/A
 

Tapping Gill’s icon brought up a character sheet and a weapon stat sheet.
 

Name: Gill Raventouch

 

Level:1 (75 exp until next level)                    Add EXP

 

Race: Gnoll Marauder

 

Gender: Female

 

Age: 25

 

Strength: 8

 

Agility: 6

 

Endurance: 4

 

Aptitude: 2

 

Intelligence: 5

 

Wisdom: 4

 

Durability: 7

 

Resistance: 3

 

Weapon: Cinder-ash Club
 

Category: Rare
 

Damage Type: Blunt
 

Effect: +2 to strength
 

Abilities:  Crushing Blow
 

Crushing Blow:  Wielder can occasionally deal a devastating   crushing strike that partially negates blocks and armor.

 

“Damn Gill,” I muttered. “You really are a bad ass. The club is pretty sweet too.”
 

“Master,” she said from right behind my ear.  “I am the club.”
 

Apparently, she had been reading over my shoulder, and her breath tickled the back of my neck. I suppressed a shudder, not knowing exactly how to feel about the proximity.
 

“Right,” I responded, pressing the ‘add exp’ icon to distract myself.
 

Do you want to spend 75 exp to increase Gill Raventouch to level 2?
 

Yes:                                     No:
 

I hit yes and Gill let out a little squeal behind me. 
 

“Thank you for investing in me master,” she breathed.  I felt her breasts pressing into the back of my shoulder.  It would have been a much more enjoyable experience without the studded leather chest guard to blunt the effect.
 

“No problem,” I said as casually as possible while navigating the icons to bring up Gill’s status screen again.
 

Name: Gill Raventouch

 

Level:2 (150 exp until next level)                    Add EXP

 

Race: Gnoll Marauder

 

Gender: Female

 

Age: 25

 

Strength: 9

 

Agility: 6

 

Endurance: 5

 

Aptitude: 2

 

Intelligence: 5

 

Wisdom: 4

 

Durability: 7

 

Resistance: 3

 

Weapon: Cinder-ash Club
 

Category: Rare
 

Damage Type: Blunt
 

Effect: +3 to strength
 

 +1 to Agility
 

Abilities:  Crushing Blow
 

Crushing Blow:  Wielder can occasionally deal a devastating   crushing strike that can partially negate blocks and armor.

 

I wondered how the augments to my strength and agility would work.  Glancing down at my own body for the first time, I gasped.  I was much smaller that I remembered.  Not height wise, but all my fat and a lot of my muscle mass was gone.  I had started lifting weights at 35, after my divorce, and hadn’t given up the habit in the intervening five years. 
 

My body hadn’t been this small since the Army.  Lost in curiosity, I raised the front of the rough black shirt I was wearing to get a look at myself.  There was the ghost of a six pack, which was nice, but I had lost so much of my gains.  Wondering how it had taken so long for me to notice my reduced body, I dropped the front of my shirt and sighed.
 

“Are you not happy to be returned to your peak age and fitness, Master?” Gill asked, eyeing me with a confused look. “It was the only thing that seemed to make Stan happy about being here.”
 

I looked up, confused. “Who’s Stan?”
 

“Oh, he was the other Earth Human that I knew.”
 

“Ah, Stan the Bitch,” I said with a little smile.
 

“Exactly, Master,” Gill responded while laughing so hard she doubled over. 
 

Her hyena laugh was so eerie.
 

 “Well,” I began when her laughter abated. “Stan the Bitch was probably a slob before he died.  I was much more powerful, if not as athletic, in my previous body. My arms were bigger than yours.” I paused, then, as her statement dawned on me, I added, “Wait, how old do I look to you?”              “I’d say around twenty, if you were a gnoll, Master,” she replied hesitantly.
 

I groaned in discontent.  I had been baby-faced my entire life and was much more content being a large mature man than a slender, fresh-faced youth.
 

“I guess I’ll just have to hit the iron again.”
 

I tried being optimistic but losing five long years of gains had really taken the wind out of my sails.  Never having taken steroids, I hadn’t been truly massive, but it was going to take a long time to get back to where I’d been.  I hadn’t been too interested in cardio, so the rapid fat loss was some consolation.  Glass half full and all.
 

“I don’t think hitting iron is wise, Master.  You could break your hands.”  The look of confusion in Gill’s lupine eyes was so adorable, I could not help but chuckle a little.
 

“Besides, Master Andric,” she continued with a sly smile. “All you have to do is equip me, and you will grow much stronger.”
 

Thinking back, I remembered I had a base strength of five.  If I added the three strength points from Gill’s bonus, I would be at eight, which was nearly as strong as Gill herself.  I wondered if the extra strength came with physiological changes as well.
 

“Would you mind equipping yourself, Gill? I want to see something.”
 

Instead of answering, Gill vanished.  I didn’t feel any different. After a pang of disappointment, I summoned the club.  Now that I was paying attention, I noticed I felt much more powerful as soon as it materialized in my hand.
 

“Wow,” I breathed, checking my bicep. 
 

While not quite as big as it had been before I had died, my arm was more defined than ever and respectably large. 
 

“Is this better, Master?”
 

“Much,” I thought back. “As long as I’m holding the club, at any rate.”
 

“You retain the benefits as long as I am physically in my club form and equipped to you,” she informed.  “You could just put me in your belt, and you will still be stronger and slightly faster.  You only lose the benefits if you dismiss my weapon form.  Would you like me to stay in weapon form while in your Nexus, Master?”
 

“No, come on out of there.”
 

While it was comforting to have some of my size and strength back, I wasn’t about to confine Gill to her club for vanity’s sake, especially if she could not materialize as a Gnoll in the overworld.
 

 I really don’t mind, Master Andric,” Gill said from behind me, making me jump.  “It is very sweet you are taking my feelings into consideration, though.” She trailed her hand along the back of my shoulders as she moved towards the Nexus portal. “You may want to purchase some food, water, and maybe a simple bag with your remaining experience before we have to go.”
 

“I thought you said I should buy that stuff with real money,” I reminded while opening the experience shop menu. 
 

“Yes, Master, but this time we don’t know where we are going or if you’ll be able to make money there.  It’s probably best to bring some basic necessities for this trip.”
 

I nodded. The exp shop was organized into basic categories like the other menus, and I was able to quickly find trail rations, a full water skin, and a sack.  While I wanted to explore the shop more thoroughly, I had no idea how much of the three hours were remaining before I was kicked out of the Nexus.
 

I finalized my purchase. The food and full water-skin had cost 25 exp, so I could only get a burlap sack to store them in.  Better than nothing, I supposed.
 

“Anything else I need to do before we go?” I asked.
 

I did not want to leave the safety of the Nexus but figured that it would be better to go on my own terms, rather than waiting to be ejected. Besides, it was a new game, and I was starting to get just the tiniest bit excited to get started.
 

Gill moved directly in front of me and stared into my eyes.  She reached out and gently grasped my wrist with a toothy smile.
 

“Just equip me, Master.”
 









3 Swarm



I materialized on a large, circular glyph carved into the floor of a cave entrance.  Hazy sunlight streamed through the small cave mouth behind me, and a long dark corridor of natural red stone stretched out in front of me.  I had kind of been expecting a beach scene, or a small starting village, maybe even a moving wagon filled with convicts. 
 

“Gill, you there?” I thought.
 

“Of course, Master,” came the liquid sandpaper reply.
 

“You seeing this?”  Not feeling like speaking out loud was a great idea, I appreciated anew the ability to communicate telepathically.
 

“At this level, I can only see about three feet in every direction.  Are we in a cave?”
 

“Yep.” As I thought the word, I projected a mental image of what I was seeing into my mind, wondering if I could cheat the system a bit and give Gill a better picture of our surroundings.  Judging from the cackling that I got in return, it had worked.
 

“I never thought of suggesting that. Very clever, Master Andric,” she purred into my mind.
 

It seemed like an obvious enough thing to me, so I just shrugged.
 

“You should take out your portable light slate and see if this is a real dungeon or just a simple cave,” Gill thought to me.
 

“Portable light slate?  I seem to have forgotten mine at home,” I thought with sarcasm.
 

“Oh, um…I forgot to tell you, Master. You always have access to a light slate linked to your Nexus.  You can see all the information available at the Nexus with it, but you must be inside of the Nexus to make any changes or purchases.”
“Ok.  How do I access it?” I thought bemusedly.
 

I had so much to learn and so little time.
 

“Actually, you have all the time you need, Master.  The Great Game lasts as long as you live.  To access the light slate, just imagine it in your hand like you would summon my club, only picture a magic stone plaque instead.”
 

Slightly disconcerted at Gill answering the thought that I hadn’t directed at her, as well as my question, I followed her instructions.
 

Sure enough, a miniature version of the light slates surrounding the Nexus altar appeared in my left hand. There were far more icon categories than I was expecting, but I just skimmed until I found ‘location’ for the sake of expediency.
 

World: Tournion
 

Kingdom: Erif
 

Region: Not Available
 

Location: Infested Dungeon of Kobold Delight
 

Lvl:3
 

Primary Mob Type: Swarm
 

Secondary Mob Type: Not Available
 

Apply experience points to light slate for more information.
 

There is a quest available at this location
 

So, even the light slate was able to be leveled up. There sure seemed to be a lot of experience sinks in this game.  I hoped that exp would be easy to come by but doubted it.
 

“So, what are swarm?” I enquired.
 

I got the impression of Gill giving a violent canine shiver in my mind as she answered, “Bugs. Ugh.”
 

After a moment, she added, “Maybe you should just skip this dungeon, Master. Just because you spawned here doesn’t mean you have to run it.  You can just walk out the door and find something else to do.”
 

I considered that for a moment, but a dungeon meant two things: loot and experience.  It seemed like a lot of options were locked behind experience walls, and I felt almost compelled to see what was available if I were able to earn enough to unlock more options for myself.  Besides, the dungeon was only level three. How hard could it be?
 

“Hard, Master,” Gill chimed in, answering my rhetorical question.
 

“Well, Gill, I can’t just sit around and do nothing.  We’re all out of exp, and I’ll starve without getting more.  We know that the dungeon is level three, but we don’t know what is outside of it.  Let’s see what the quest is.”
 

The Dungeon of Kobold Delight has been infested by several Swarm scouts.  If allowed to live, these scouts will bring back more Swarm and the dungeon will surely be destroyed.  The dungeon core wants to enlist your aid to deal with the problem.
 

Quest objectives: Kill or drive out the Swarm scouts.
 

Rewards: 2 soul stones
 

Bonus (no swarm survive): 2 soul stones
 

That really got my attention.  Having Gill, the club slash gnoll, was great, but I wanted armor as well.  I had no intention of abandoning Gill, especially since she was so determined to stay with me, but I did need at least a shield.
 

“I think we should try some of the dungeon and see how it goes,” I thought.
 

I waited a moment. When an argument never came, I strode off down the red rock tunnel, dismissing the light slate and summoning Gill to my right hand.  Just as it got too dark for me to see, luminous red moss began appearing on the walls and ceiling of the cave. 
 

Well at least this RPG trope is working in my favor. 
 

Gill was strangely silent on the matter.
 

I had only gone about 100 feet into the tunnel before the first attack came.  A knee-high bug thing jumped out of a niche in the wall, long scything talons extended for my face.  I batted it out of the air with my club, my heartrate skyrocketing. When Gill had said ‘bugs,’ I had somehow imagined the Earth variety. 
 

The Starship Marines variety were both better and worse.  Better because it would be difficult to fight a swarm of tiny insects descending from the ceiling and walls to get in my clothes and sting me to death.  Worse because despite taking a solid hit by my club, the knee-high insect quickly righted itself and came right back at me with its two praying-mantis style appendages leading the way.
 

Backpedaling, I swept the club back and forth in front of me to keep the ugly bastard at bay. Then two things happened at once: Gill screamed, “behind you!” into my mind, and I felt a searing pain in the back of my left thigh.
 

Reflexively, I smashed my club down behind me as I sank to one knee, the strength leaving my injured leg. A satisfying crunch traveled up the club, accompanied by more pain as whatever had impaled my quad was forcefully removed. 
 

The bug in front of me hadn’t been idle.  It sprang at me, but I managed to wrench the club around fast enough to catch the thing as it went airborne, again trying for my face. I may not have been quite as strong as I was before dying, but my hand speed was faster.
 

This time the impact was spectacular. Crushing blow, Bitch, I thought
as the many-legged monster’s brown chitinous carapace split along the club’s impact site. Noxious green liquid spewed into the air, and the bug monster slammed into the wall.
 

Scrambling, I spun on my good knee to confront the attacker behind me again.  It was up and moving, but I must have caught it in the legs because two of its right legs were bent at odd angles and twitching ineffectually.  Showing more intelligence than any bug should, it came in, wearily circling to my injured left side.
 

Lips pulled away from my teeth in a pained grimace, I cocked back my club and waited for it to come into range.  I wanted to look behind me and see if the first one was out of the fight but dared not take my eyes off the threat in front of me.
 

As soon as the ugly thing was almost in range, it lunged at my face.  If it had not been for its mangled legs, it may have succeeded, but I was able to smash it out of the air with a well-timed swing.
 

When it hit the ground, I shuffle-pounced over to it on my knees and began raining blows on its bulbous head.  The second impact was explosively successful, and I got nasty green shit all over my face.
 

The decapitated thing was still kicking and dancing like recently dead bugs are prone to do, but I judged that it was safely out of the fight.
 

I spun on my knees, expecting the first bug to be launching itself at me again, but it was sprawled in a heap of twitching legs against the wall where it had landed.
 

“Nasty fucking fucktards! God damn asshole fuck bugs!” I eloquently hissed. 
 

I wanted to be mindful of making too much noise, but I was unable to not vent my feelings towards the ugly little shits. I hadn’t had time to process fear during the brief struggle, but my adrenaline was taking charge and looking for new victims now that the fight seemed to be over.
 

Feeling warm blood trickling down my leg, and not wanting to stop scanning the tunnels for threats, I asked Gill for a damage report.
 

“It’s not too bad, Master. The cut isn’t very deep, but I believe certain varieties of swarm can excrete a mild paralytic biotoxin with their talons.  Luckily, those were just drones and not too strong or smart.”
 

“Seemed plenty strong and smart to me,” I thought back with discontent. 
 

“If it had been just a little smarter, it would have sliced your Achilles tendon instead of your thigh, Master,” Gill reported in a happy, if deep, singsong tone. “If it had been a little stronger, it would have cut the major artery in your inner thigh, and you would be trying to stop yourself from bleeding out.”
 

I conceded the point with a quiet grunt and collapsed into a sitting position stripping my shirt off to make an improvised bandage.  To distract myself from the pain that was becoming worse as the adrenaline burned off, I started asking questions.
 

“How do you know what an Achilles tendon is? It doesn’t make any sense that our worlds would share mythologies.”
 

“Well, I’m starting to understand what it is based on you remembering how it got its name, Master,” Gill answered, playful again now that the danger had passed for the moment.  “But, to answer your question, all sentient beings are able to understand each other on Tournion.  While I may have thought something different, the magic would translate it into whatever you would best understand.”
 

“That’s some powerful magic,” I thought back.  “Able to translate thought, at a speed greater than thought, and for me to be able to perceive what you’re thinking before I have a chance to receive the message.” 
 

“I guess I never really thought about it, Master,” she replied with a thoughtful tone.
 

By this time, using my teeth and hands, I had managed to rip my shirt into rough strips. I really needed a blade. As I began tying one of them around my wound, I decided to get one more thing straight.
 

“Would you please stop calling me master?  It is starting to really get annoying.”
 

“But you like it, Master Andric,” Gill responded with an evident sulk.  “It also annoys you, which is kind of fun.”
 

I sighed hard.  At least it would be easier to explain with my thoughts.  It would be more difficult to explain if I had to try vocalizing.
 

.“There is a time and a place where I do like to be called Master.  I don’t like you being subservient all the time.  It’s annoying.  I’m not your owner. You seem like a big, strong, and scary monster chick. I’d much prefer if you were just yourself, especially if you’re going to be spending extensive time in my head.
 

“You, kind of, are my owner,” came the morose response. “And, if you decided not to be, I would be cast back into the void.  It’s soooo boooring in there.”
 

How a six-foot-tall dog monster could sound like a petulant teenager, I didn’t know.  I did have some idea about how isolation could affect the psyche, though, so I didn’t dismiss what she was telling me as unimportant.  She continued before I could get a thought in edgewise.
 

“I’m…it’s so lonely in there.  I spent the entire two weeks with Stan the Bitch trying to figure out what Earth humans like in a mate in case I was ever bonded to one again.”
 

Stan the Bitch would like simpering women who inflated his ego, I mused. 
 

“Look, Gill.  I consider you an ally. I’m not going to toss you aside, regardless of how you act. You are the first one I met here, and you haven’t once failed to teach me what I needed to know for the next step of this fucked up journey.  I haven’t earned the right to be called master by you, and you haven’t earned the right to call me that.  At least, not in a way that I would actually enjoy.  Will you please just call me Andric for now, like a friend?
 

“But what if you decide you don’t like me, or you get lots of pretty girls on your team? I really don’t want you to trade me in.” She sounded miserable.
 

“I’m a long way from that, but I’ll tell you what: If you call me Andric, I’ll promise never to trade you in.  I honestly haven’t had any reason to consider doing that anyway. Besides, you aren’t exactly ugly yourself.”
 

“What if I want to call you Master, just to tease you.” Her mental tone started to dip down into a seductive cadence again.
 

“I would prefer that you only call me that if I say you have earned permission.”  I eased the tight control I had on my thoughts and allowed some visions to dance through my head.
 

I wasn’t exactly a sadist.  I had never enjoyed bringing pain to a woman.  I did, however, very much enjoy some light bondage and taking command during sexual situations. This was especially true with the kind of woman who was receptive to that kind of roleplay.  I allowed a few of my better past experiences to slip into the forefront of my mind for a few moments before slamming the lid back on them.
 

“Oh, oh…ohhh.”  Gill stammered. “I…think I understand, um, Andric.”
 

Despite all the sexual inuendo that Gill had been trying to project since we met, hearing her finally say my name was the sexiest thing she’d said to me so far. I wasn’t sure if I was attracted to the gnoll girl, despite her undeniably beautiful human features, but her awkward flirting was starting to break down my resolve.
 

With a relieved sigh, I struggled to my feet.  There were pins and needles in my left leg, but my rudimentary bandaging seemed to have stopped the bleeding. I was able to put my weight on it again.
 

“Um, Andric, should you go back?”  Though she sounded a little uncertain, like she was trying to get used to using my name, there was none of the implied sexuality in Gill’s chipper voice.
 

“Go back where? To the entrance?” I asked.
 

“Well, yea. There, or the Nexus,” she responded.
 

“I thought that I could only go to the Nexus for one out of every 24 hours, unless I leveled it up.”
 

“Yeah, but don’t you get three hours on the first day? How much time do you have left?”
 

I was surprised, not realizing that I could use portions of time and return to the Nexus after leaving.  That was a mechanic that I would have to be sure to abuse to the fullest. 
 

Pondering where I would find this information, I summoned the light slate and started browsing the various menus. Gill picked up on what I was doing and helpfully gave me directions to the correct spot.
 

Nexus Hub time remaining:
 

1:36:12
 

I had not spent as long as I’d thought in that chamber if I still had that kind of time left. I didn’t want to go back yet though; I had only just started the dungeon.  Wondering how much experience my recent conquest had netted me,  I navigated back to my character screen to check my experience points.
 

Exp: 102
 

Clicking the number brought up a list of all the experience points transactions. The last two entries were:
 

Venomous Swarm Drone (lvl 2):  +50
 

Venomous Swarm Drone (lvl 2):  +50
 

So, the little bastards had a level on me. That meant they were probably the weakest enemies I could expect in the dungeon.  I really needed to get more experience before wasting valuable Nexus time.  My leg was throbbing where the swarm bug had stabbed me, but I had full mobility back. 
 

Curious, I looked for a combat log in the light slate.  It didn’t take me long to find it.
 

You hit Venomous Swarm Drone (1) with crushing damage
 

Venomous Swarm Drone (2) sneak attacks you with piercing damage
 

Venomous Swarm Drone (2) has inflicted mild paralysis on you left leg
 

Movement speed reduced by 75% in your left leg
 

You hit Venomous Swarm Drone (2) with critical crushing damage
 

Venomous Swarm Drone (2) has lost the use of front right two legs
 

Venomous Swarm Drone (2) all movement speed reduced by 50%
 

You hit Venomous Swarm Drone (1) with Crushing Blow
 

Venomous Swarm Drone (1) has died
 

You hit Venomous Swarm Drone (2) with crushing damage
 

Venomous Swarm Drone (2) has been knocked prone
 

You critically hit Venomous Swarm Drone (2) with crushing damage
 

You hit Venomous Swarm Drone (2) with Crushing Blow
 

Venomous Swarm Drone (2) has died
 

It looked like Crushing Blow had triggered every third blow.  I would have to keep testing to see if that was always going to be the case, or if it was more random than that.
 

“Oh, hey, Gill, do monsters drop anything?”
 

“Drop, Ma…Andric?” she thought, confused.
 

“Yeah, when they die. Do I put my hands on them and wish loot into my bag or something?”
 

Gill laughed that hyena laugh of hers before responding.  “I suppose, if you were a mage, you might be able to craft a spell to remove the internal organs of your foes, but no. You don’t have that ability.  Sometimes, after combat, the gods may reward you with a soul gem. When that happens, it is added directly to your currency inventory, though. It does not spontaneously appear in a foe.”
 

“Good to know,” I thought. “Do I have any other magical extraplanar items you are forgetting to tell me about.
 

“Nope,” Gill responded, as if it were perfectly natural to have any kind of extraplanar items in storage. “Just currency, not counting rounds, of course, the light slate, and…me.”  She emphasized the last word with a slight giggle.
 

“Of course,” I thought back wryly before walking towards the cave entrance.
 

The pain in my leg was bad, but bearable.  I hoped it didn’t slow me down enough to get me killed.
 

“I thought we were continuing the dungeon, Andric.”
 

“We are, but I want to see where that ambusher came from.”
 

Just a few feet before the site of the fight, I saw a small shelf low on the tunnel wall.  I wouldn’t have expected the medium dog sized swarm things to be able to fit in there, but it was the only possible hiding place that I could find. 
 

It was going to be much slower going from that point on.  I wondered if the mental projection of my sight would reveal anything that I didn’t notice to Gill. 
 

Would there be a blank spot or something if I saw a swarm hiding spot but didn’t realize it?  By the time I got within three feet, it would be too late for a warning to do much good.  The ambushing little bastard had demonstrated that point.
 

Turning back around, I started walking very slowly and intensely scrutinizing every inch of the tunnel walls, floors, and ceilings as I went.  I did my best to project what I was seeing into my mind for Gill, asking her to attempt to help me look for ambushers.
 

I didn’t see an ambusher, but I did spot a tripwire before hitting it. 
 

“Do swarm set tripwire traps?”
 

“It was probably part of the original dungeon, and the bugs didn’t set it off,” Gill answered.
 

“Noted,” I thought back while carefully stepping over the tripwire.
 

I had no desire to find out what would happen if I set off the trap.
 

As I crept down the long tunnel, I fell back into that desperate fear that had assailed me on my arrival to Tournion.  Anyone who’s participated in an organized fighting event can tell you that once the fighting starts, there is no room for fear.  It’s more like a fast-paced game of high stakes chess while you’re fighting.
 

It’s the weeks, days, and hours that lead up to the fight that are nerve wracking. I was getting that pre-fight feeling, but there was no definitive time that the fight would start…I just knew that it would. 
 

Tearing off down the tunnel was a tempting option, if only to get the next fight started so I could quit dreading it.  Turning back was also beginning to sound like a good idea.  I really needed more…everything, but surely there were safer ways to get it.
 

That’s when I saw them.  We had come to a four-way intersection, and I was peering around the corner to check the side paths.  Down the right-hand tunnel, there were three swarm drones eating some kind of lizard thing  I assumed was a kobold.  My creeping down the shadowy corridors of horror was paying off.  I was almost overjoyed to see a tangible enemy because I could choose the fight time. 
 

Three was more than I was hoping for, but the element of surprise would be on my side.  Before allowing myself to impulsively run out and start braining bugs, I carefully scanned the area, looking for possible ambushes.  Seeing the coast was clear, I ghosted out of the intersection and crept towards my prey.
 

I heard a low, rumbling growl in my mind that nearly caused me to stumble. 
 

“Damn it, Gill.”
 

Rather than waiting for her to respond, I sprinted the last few feet to the distracted drones, slamming my club down on the nearest one with the full weight of my fear and anger behind it. The ugly bug flattened out but didn’t splatter.
 

I bashed it again before I had to go on the defensive.  The other two noticed me and whirled to attack.  The ugly little fuckers were fast.  I really hoped I got a crushing blow every three attacks.
 

Rather than give the nasty assholes the opportunity to make a coordinated attack, I shifted a step over and swung at the one to the right.  It skittered back, and I missed.
 

The one on the left was on me before I could recover.  I managed to snatch one of its long talons with my left hand, as it sank its other one into my left bicep. Before my arm could go completely limp, I slammed the attached bug into the wall with all my strength, ripping off the talon in my hand and sending its owner skittering across the tunnel floor.             
 

I had the presence of mind to keep swiping my club at the one on the right to keep it back, but my left arm was going limp.  The one I had ambushed was curling up around itself, hopefully in its death throes.  Right hand drone finally got impatient and lunged at my core. 
 

I was expecting it. Praying that I was right about Crushing Blow, I didn’t try to put tremendous strength into my counterstrike. I did put all the speed I could manage into the blow, though, catching the drone about a foot before it impacted my chest.
 

An explosion of bug guts informed me that I’d been right about the three-hit rule.  Maybe there was a shower in one of those alcoves in the Nexus.
 

Pain.
 

The last asshole had come back for more, and its remaining mantis arm was buried in the front of my left leg.  In a moment of perfect déjà vu, I once again felt my left leg buckling. This game sucks!
 

I guess it had gotten me with a good hit because it was having trouble extracting its long fore-talons from my leg as I went down.  I used the momentum of my fall to bring the club down with more force. 
 

Managing to blast the little nightmare off my leg, I hammered the drone with quick strikes until crushing blow triggered again and pulped it.  Swinging with my right hand while not having a functioning left arm or leg had the unfortunate side effect of pitching me onto my face.
 

Sprawled on my stomach, I heard more skittering down the hall.  It sounded like a LOT of legs.
 

“Oh Shit!”
 

Stealth was a lost cause at that point, so I indulged in a loud curse.
 

“ANDRIC!” Gill shouted into my mind, grabbing my attention
 

“Dismiss the club and call the light slate. Now!”
 

She sounded as panicked as I felt as I obeyed.
 

“Now hit location.”
 

Setting the light slate on the floor in front of my face, I hit the location icon as soon as I found it.  I didn’t need any more instructions when the Nexus icon came into view. 
 

I frantically stabbed at the word as the skittering was getting closer at an alarming rate.  I expected to feel chitinous talons raking across the back of my neck at any moment.  I wanted to wave the club around to ward off the new threat, but I had dismissed it to call the light slate.
 

I squeezed my eyes shut as I continued tapping the slate, praying for a miracle
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The cold stone floor under my face transformed into the coolly lit inscriptions etched into my Nexus portal before whatever was coming managed to kill me.  I wondered if I was going to get PTSD from the experience of helplessly lying on my face while giant bug monsters raced to devour me.  Nightmare fuel for sure.
 

“Oh, thank the gods,” Gill breathed from above me as she gently helped me into a sitting position. 
 

I wondered if she were just relieved not to be back in the void, or if there really was some substance behind her incessant flirting.  The uncomfortable amount of skin on display while she was crouched above me was probably to blame for the direction of my thoughts. I was glad she wasn’t in my head to hear them.
 

The way she had positioned herself to help me up had put her cleavage directly in front of my eyes, and leaning over me as she was, the delicate, silver-grey swells of her breasts were in danger of spilling out of her leather top. 
 

Her body was so close to me, I could smell the faint clean musk of her natural scent.  Her smell must have been laced with pheromones because I was painfully drawn to her at that moment.  Or it could have been the raging hormones of the twenty-year-old male body I occupied.
 

Eventually, I realized that I had been sitting there, unmoving, staring at her tits for quite some time.  Slowly, I brought my eyes up to hers, half expecting to see disgust or scorn.  Instead, Gill was smiling down at me with obvious satisfaction in her gleaming yellow eyes. 
 

It dawned on me that she had probably engineered the situation for the exact purpose of giving me an eyeful.  The fact she had also remained unmoving during my blatant inspection was further evidence in support of that theory.
 

Deciding the best thing to do was to pretend like the last minute or so had never happened, I gave myself a mental shake and pulled the remains of my shirt out of the back of my pants where I had stuffed it.  I then clumsily attempted to rip it into strips using one hand and my mouth.
 

Gill let out a disappointed sounding sigh and said, “Here, Andric, let me…”
 

She gently took the shirt from me. With the assistance of her sharp teeth, she shredded the dirty cloth into bandages before fishing my waterskin out of my bag and wetting one of the strips of cloth. 
 

“You are going to have to take off your pants,” she said to me while making direct eye contact.
 

“Err…why wouldn’t you just put the bandage over the pants like I did with the last one?” I asked.
 

“We have a little bit of time. We need to clean your wounds before wrapping them.  I’m no stranger to treating battle wounds, so listen to what I say,”  she ordered, eyeing me with stern determination. 
 

Not wanting to discourage her confident demeanor, I shrugged and started unlacing the unfamiliar pants that the game had started me off with.
 

While doing that, Gill started cleaning the puncture in my left bicep. That arm was still partially unresponsive, so I let her have it while continuing to unlace one-handed. 
 

I’d like to say that her administration felt good, but cold water and a rough cloth hurt like hell on my fresh wound.  By the time she finished cleaning and bandaging my arm, my mind was well and truly out of the gutter.
 

I gingerly hopped off the Nexus portal and finished taking off my pants, relieved to find I had some sort of primitive underwear preserving the last modicum of my modesty.
 

Not that I was shy. If Gill had been a guy, or even just less provocative, I could have treated the entire situation with the clinical detachment that it deserved.
 

Gill jumped off the portal with considerably more grace and dexterity than I had managed and landed in a crouch beside my wounded left leg.  The pins and needles from my awakening limbs caused me to grimace. At least my body seemed to metabolize the poison quickly.  The bugs were only level two, so the poison couldn’t have been too strong in the first place. 
 

I considered taking the rag and water from Gill and attempting to clean my own wounds, but that would’ve been stupid.  While I could reach the one in the back of my thigh, I couldn’t see it very well, and wouldn’t do as thorough a job cleaning and bandaging as Gill was be able to.
 

For her part, Gill just began to hum quietly as she worked.  While she was not clinical in her administrations, her hands didn’t wander enough to alarm me.  Glancing down, I noticed that she had pulled her top down even further at some point. 
 

While the ‘armor’ had always been absurdly low cut, her areolas had to be in danger of making an appearance.  I looked away and concentrated on the pain of my wounds to prevent myself from getting lost in those magnificent breasts again.
 

“So, what are you going to do?” Gill asked.
 

For a moment, I didn’t know how to respond. Then I realized she probably wasn’t asking what I was going to do with her breast.
 

“Finish the dungeon,” I rasped.  My throat felt like I had been gargling sawdust. “Mind passing me that water skin?”
 

“Nope,” she responded, suiting action to words. “I’m nearly done, anyway. Are you sure that is the wisest choice, Andric?”
 

“I’m not sure I really have a choice,” I responded.  After a deep pull of sweet, sweet water, I continued. “I don’t know how long days last on Tournion, but I’m getting tired, and we can’t sleep here.  Exploring the outside of the dungeon seems unlikely to provide us a safe place to sleep.  Or do dungeons usually appear close to towns?”
 

“Some do,” she answered with a thoughtful look.  “Most ones near towns are quite large and protected by the city, though.  That, or they are killed young by the town.  I can’t imagine this young dungeon is very close to a city or town.”
 

I glanced down and caught her looking up at me.  I’d had beautiful women look up at me from that position before, and my mind veered right off into what I would have preferred her to be doing down there.  The cycle of terror followed by enticement followed by terror was really starting to affect my objective thinking.
 

“Uh…are dungeons alive?” I asked, managing to get my thoughts on more important things like surviving the first day of my second life.
 

“I’m not sure.  There is speculation.  When I was alive, one of my pack claimed to have made a deal with a dungeon after a war party cleared it.  He said the dungeon promised him a position of luxury if they didn’t kill the core.  I don’t know how he spoke directly to the dungeon, but he left the tribe the next day and never returned.  He either got his wish or got dead.”
 

Up to that point, I had subconsciously categorized Gill as an NPC, or Non-Player Character.  I had assumed that she was brought into existence to be a sentient weapon, but now I was intensely curious to hear more about her life.  The clock was ticking, however, so it would have to wait. 
 

When Gill stood up, I noticed she had finished tying bandages around my wounded thigh, so I put my ragged pants back on and laced them up before moving to the light slates. 
 

Accessing the experience logs, I found that I was the proud owner of 352 experience points due to a 100exp bonus for defeating three enemies at once. I clicked on a drone’s icon and was rewarded with a stat sheet.  Apparently, if I killed something, I could see its stats.
 

Venomous Swarm Drone
 

Strength: 3
 

Agility: 9
 

Endurance: 3
 

Aptitude: 0
 

Intelligence: 1 (when in range of a Hive, takes Int of Hive)
 

Wisdom: 2
 

Luck: 3
 

Durability: 7
 

Resistance: 7
 

Then, I checked the combat log and confirmed that Crushing Blow did regularly go off on every third strike.  I also made a far more important discovery. The last line of the combat log read:
 

For simultaneously defeating three enemies at least one level higher than yourself, you have been awarded: 1 soul gem.
 

I sagged in relief. The biggest obstacle in defeating the swarm had been my complete lack of defense.  The drones were not all that strong despite being giant bugs, but they were lightning fast. My skin offered little protection to their stunning talons, and I suspected that any kind of armor would vastly improve my chances of survival.              
 

I went to the summoning console but hesitated.
 

“What are you going to summon?” Gill, who had been reading everything over my shoulder, asked with obvious interest.
 

“Armor…I think.  I’m going to check the rest of the shops first, though.  I’ve been operating on impulse so far, and it’s led to me being, well…an athletic guy with a stick…no offense.”
 

Gill looked so crestfallen that I had cursed myself for not realizing my comment would come across as a complaint about her weapon form.
 

“Granted, it’s the most epic stick in existence,” I declared with a smile, trying to make up for my gaff. “What I’m saying is that I need to stop for a minute and come up with an actual plan for my…for our build.”
 

“I agree that we should make a plan Ma…uh, Andric.  But we have less than an hour left.  Maybe it would be better to get whatever you are going to summon before browsing the shops.  You can always browse the shops on your portable light slate when we stop for the night.  That way, you will have a plan by the time we can come back tomorrow.
 

“I would be lost without you, Gill,” I said with feeling. “You’re totally awesome.” 
 

A little bit of flattery never hurt anybody, and, besides, both statements were true.
 

“Let me at least check if there are any healing potions in the exp shop,” I compromised. 
 

My arm and leg were throbbing where the thin blades of chitin had punctured my body. So far, I had been able to distract myself from the pain, but if I could do something about it before heading back into the dungeon, I would.
 

There was a wide array of healing items in the shop. Unfortunately, they were far from cheap. I cold only afford one item.
 

Limited Lesser Healing Over Time Potion:
 

This potion will heal the user by what they would have naturally regenerated in two-weeks’ time over the next three hours.
 

Cost: 100exp
 

I should probably have been overjoyed there was a magical potion that would heal me to any degree, but my mind was doing a good job convincing me I was in a game.  I was a little put out by the price and limitations of the alchemical concoction.
 

Nevertheless, I couldn’t help but buy it.  It was super entertaining to watch the pale red vial of liquid magically spawn on the Nexus portal above the experience shop light slate.  Reminding myself about the time limit, I snatched it up and drank it down.  Tasted like cherries.
 

“OK, so only one soul stone.  Do you agree I should get armor with it?” I asked.
 

“Oh, I wouldn’t ever tell you how to use your soul stones.  It’s your life, after all,” Gill said, almost in alarm.
 

“It’s kind of both of our lives on the line, though,” I reasoned.  “Sure, you won’t die for good, but I can tell you aren’t exactly eager to go back to the void.  Besides, you know way more about his stuff than I do.  I should have been asking for your advice from the start.”
 

“I’d argue, but we don’t have time,” she said pensively.  “Yes, get the armor.  I think with one soul stone, you will only get three grey options, though.  Two would give you five options, and a chance for a rare, like me.  I don’t know what anything above two would give you, though. Two is the most I’ve ever seen anyone spend.”
 

I nodded.
 

“Here goes nothing,” I declared, tapping the ‘yes’ button.
 

Two grey cards floated in the selectable options, but the third card glowed a steady green.  While a stylized silhouette of a leather breastplate adorned the two grey cards, the green one was emblazoned with a small, round shield.
 

“Well, hell,” I said.
 

At the same time, Gill exclaimed, “A rare!”
 

“This does make the choice a bit harder,” I murmured.
 

 “Get the shield, Andric,” Gill advised with certainty. 
 

I was glad she seemed to be coming out of that strange subservient mindset, but I still wanted more information.  It seemed unlikely I would get any more soul gems without defeating the dungeon, and I wanted to make the correct choice.
 

“Um, I don’t really know how to use a shield,” I said. “Wouldn’t armor give me better protection all around?”
 

“Sure,” she replied.  “But you know how my club gives you stat increases AND has that Crushing Blow power?  Grey items only give you stat increases, no powers.  I don’t know what the odds are of getting a green item with only one soul gem, but you got lucky.  Really, really lucky.”
 

I reflected on how nearly every one of my kills had come from crushing blow before nodding and tapping the green shield card.
 

Ku-chunk!
 

The same tunnel that had delivered Gill into my life began glowing with a faint green light.  With far less trepidation than the first time, I waited to see what would come out.  A small, dark figure sauntered into the light with no hesitation.
 

“Hiya, Chief,” said a short, adorable, and nearly nude goblin girl.
 

At least I assumed she was a goblin. Green skinned and about four feet tall, the goblin cocked her hip and rested a hand on it while she studied me with large, red eyes.  I had been through so many impossible experiences in this strange day that seeing an actual goblin didn’t bother me too much. 
 

What bothered me was that said goblin was clad almost entirely in leather belts.  Not just around her waist either.  A pair of belts crossed her chest, just below the hollow of her throat, and extended over her chest bandoleer style.  They hid the nipples of her modest breasts and not much else. 
 

Other belts crossed horizontally over these, and beneath her bust, presumably to hold them in place.  The rest of her torso was striped in a haphazard collection, down to her hips that sported even more overlapping and crisscrossing belts. 
 

A floral print red and black loincloth extended down from her waist belts, between her thick toned thighs.  She even had clusters of belts strategically placed on her arms and legs like some sort of primitive armor.
 

“Damn, Chief,” she suddenly declared, “you’re pretty fucking sexy for a human.”
 

I slapped a hand over my eyes as Gill positively erupted into hyena laughter behind me.
 

“He is, isn’t he?” Gill managed between splutters of laughter.  “I’m Gill, by the way, and Chief over there is named Andric.”
 

“Nice to meet ya,” the goblin said, ambling over and extending a hand. “I’m Gretch.”
 

I took her small hand and gently shook it a few times. She then extended a hand to Gill, who surprised me by clasping Gretch’s wrist like a gladiator. Apparently, that weird sniffing thing was just with me.
 

“Give us a moment, please, Andric, and I’ll get her caught up,” Gill declared. 
 

She led Gretch over to the wall, while talking rapidly to her in a low voice.
 

I had thought the one trait I could count on for goblins was that they would be hideous.  Apparently... not so. Gretch had a ponytail with long, thin, and silky hair cascading down her back rather than the scraggly matted locks I’d expected. 
 

Her ears were pointed and long but elegant rather than notched and misshapen.  While her red eyes were disconcerting, they were clear and intelligent where I would’ve expected beady and vicious.  Her face was angular and exotic rather than bulbous and covered in warts.  One dainty tusk protruded slightly from the left side of her otherwise human lower lip. 
 

Instead of a fat body with bowed legs, Gretch’s body was tight and toned, and her legs…  Either the God of all Games was a pervert, or Earth humans had a very skewed perception of what actual fantasy races looked like.  I seemed to recall an article about the Catholic church demonizing ‘barbarian’ myths and distorting the source material.
 

Snapping out of my useless musing, I moved over to a light slate to pull up Gretch’s stats.  It was all Gill’s fault I was even noticing that a goblin was a hottie.  If it weren’t for Gill’s constant teasing, I wouldn’t be in the frame of mind to notice how thick a goblin’s thighs were.  Along with the fact, that loincloths in this world were basically thongs in the back.
 

Name: Gretchen Quicktoe

 

Level:1 (75 exp until next level)                 Add EXP

 

Race: Goblin Skirmisher

 

Gender: Female

 

Age: 20

 

Strength: 4

 

Agility: 8

 

Endurance: 3

 

Aptitude: 3

 

Intelligence: 4

 

Wisdom: 3

 

Durability: 3

 

Resistance: 3

 

Armor: Blackwood Banded Round Shield
 

Category: Rare
 

LVL: 1
 

Armor Type: Shield
 

Effect: +2 to Durability
 

Abilities:  Tar Blast
 

Tar Blast: Shield will occasionally, on block, emit a bubble of viscous liquid tar.  Tar can cause various mobility penalties and/or minor burn damage.

 

I would have to remember to thank Gill for pushing me towards choosing the shield if Tar Blast worked half as well as I thought it would against the bugs.
 

The girls were still having their hushed conversation, so I moved to the auction kiosk and opened it up.  It took a few moments, but I managed to find the buy orders.  Smiling at what I saw there, I checked the Nexus time remaining.
 

Nexus Hub time remaining:
 

0:32:27
 

Shit, we needed to get a move on. I wanted to do one last thing.
 

Do you want to spend 150 exp to increase Gill Raventouch to level 3?
 

Yes:                                                     No:


Tapping ‘yes’, I skipped through her personal stats to see the new weapon stats.


Weapon: Cinder-ash Club
 

Category: Rare
 

                       LVL:3
 

Damage Type: Blunt


Effect: +3 to Strength
 

 +2 to Agility
 

Abilities:  Crushing Blow
 

Crushing Blow:  Wielder can occasionally deal a devastating   crushing strike that can partially negate blocks and armor.


Nice, I thought, need the speed. I quickly moved on to Gretch.


Do you want to spend 75 exp to increase Gretchen Quicktoe to level 2?
 

Yes:                                                 No:
 

Yep, sure do.
 

Armor: Blackwood Banded Round Shield
 

Category: Rare
 

Armor Type: Shield
 

LVL:2
 

Effect: +2 to Durability
 

  +1 to Resistance
 

Abilities:  Tar Blast
 

Tar Blast: Shield will occasionally, on block, emit a bubble of viscous liquid tar.  Tar can cause various mobility penalties and/or minor burn damage

 

“Unholy shit, Chief, did you just level me up?” Gretchen called from by the wall.
 

“Yep,” I responded distractedly.  “I need you girls to get your asses into your weapons, so I can check my stats really quick before we go.”
 

“I’ll get my ass wherever you want it,” Gill purred from inside my mind.
 

“Yea, Chief, what she said,” Gretchen added immediately.
 

“Gretch, don’t encourage her, please,” I thought despondently.  It seemed Gill had gotten reinforcements on team ‘let’s give Andric blue balls.’
 

I summoned the club and shield simultaneously.  Immediately, I shoved the club into my belt.  The shield was belted onto my left forearm, with a grip midway between the center and the far edge. 
 

The dark wood glistened as if recently oiled, and I noted a sturdy band of copper around the rim.  Resolving to inspect the shield more thoroughly in the dungeon, I went to my stats screen.
 

As I pulled up my stats, I sensed a kind of buzz in my mind just beyond my conscious reach.  “Um, are you girls talking to each other in here?”
 

“We aren’t actually in your head, silly,” Gill answered.  “We are just sharing the same dimensional space as your consciousness.”
 

Before I could even begin to process her statement, Gretch chimed in. “Yep. Girl-talk in your head, and you’re not invited, Chief.”
 

Oddly enough, Gretch’s explanation was easier to accept.
 

With a wry chuckle, I finally looked at my stats.
 

Name: Andric Graven
 

Effective lvl: 2
 

Race: Human
 

Gender: Male
 

Age: 20
 

Strength: 8
 

Agility: 6
 

Endurance: 4
 

Aptitude: 3
 

Intelligence: 5
 

Wisdom: 3
 

Luck: 3
 

Durability: 4
 

Resistance: 3
 

Weapon slots: 2
 

Armor slots: 2
 

Interested by the addition of an ‘effective level’ line, I scanned my stats to determine what else was different.  The only change that was not covered by item boosts was an additional armor slot, not that I would have the soul gems to fill it any time soon.
 

I briefly considered checking the exp shop for replacement clothes, but time was ticking away, and I needed access to my Nexus for a few more minutes today. Satisfied with my stat gains, I stepped up on the portal and accessed the light slate.
 

Choose Destination:
 

Infested Dungeon of Kobold Delight
 

Random
 









5 delving



After checking the dungeon entrance room, I made my way to the site of my first fight on Tournion.  The swarm corpses were right where I had left them.
 

“Wow, Chief!” Gretch exclaimed.  “You really fucked those bugs up, didn’t you?”
 

Now that I really looked; yeah…I had made a MESS out of the first two swarm I’d encountered.  The rock floor was spattered with bug guts and my own blood, staining it red. The entire scene was made extra macabre by the ghostly red light coming from the luminous moss.
 

“Gretch, don’t distract him while he’s in the overworld.  Battlemasters hate that,” Gill chided.
 

“That true, Chief?  Tell me to shut up, and I will, but wouldn’t you get kina lonely all by yourself in this creepy ass dungeon?”       
 

“No, I don’t mind,” I answered while dragging one giant bug over to the other one.  “Just try not to distract me if I’m fighting.”
 

“Oh,” Gill thought, sounding chagrined. “My old masters hated it when I talked to them in the overworld.”
 

“Your old masters were dumb asses,” retorted Gretch. “Umm, Chief, why are you piling up the dead bugs?      
 

I was really beginning to wonder about the translation magic by that point.  Gretch’s impressively crass vocabulary sounded remarkably modern.  Maybe she was just using swear words, but not idioms, so it translated to something I could understand?
 

Instead of answering her question, I took out my light slate, placed a hand on the pile of corpses and transported us back to the Nexus. 
 

“We’re back already?” asked Gill.
 

“Only for a sec,” I responded aloud as I jumped off the portal surface and went to the auction kiosk.
 

It took less than a minute to fill a buy order for swarm corpses, netting me a cool 20 copper rounds.
 

“Nice!” I fist pumped before scooping the coins up from the portal where they had replaced the swarm corpses. 
 

The auction house magic hadn’t even left behind any bug guts, double win.  After thinking about it for a moment, I just put the silver coins on the floor by the auction kiosk.  No point risking them being lost.
 

“You’re not going to eat the bugs?” Gretch asked, sounding confused.
 

“Ugh!” exclaimed Gill. 
 

I hadn’t been aware someone could put that much disgust into a mental inflection.
 

“Um…no,” I said carefully.
 

“Whaaaat… swarm bugs are good,” Gretch declared.  “…a little bit of butter...”
 

I guessed she had picked up on my general feeling of revulsion because she sounded embarrassed before trailing off.
 

“I’m sure they are good,” I thought, not wanting the little goblin to feel ostracized. 
 

While the discussion of the culinary properties of swarm insects was taking place, I had remounted the portal and returned us to the dungeon.  I noticed that it took us back to the entrance regardless of where we left from.  We should be far enough away from any swarm for the next part of my plan, I thought.
 

“HEY DUNGEON,” I shouted.  “I WANT TO TALK TO YOU.”
 

I had no idea if this would work, but if it didn’t, I was never going to find a spot to lay my head.
 

“Chief?” Gretch’s mental tone
suggested I had lost my mind.
 

“Wait for it...” I thought back, feigning a confidence I didn’t feel.
 

Getting worried that I was wrong about how dungeons worked, I shouted again, louder this time.
 

“DUNGEON!”
 

“The master says that you do not have to yell. He can hear you quite well anywhere in his halls,” a high pitched but raspy voice said from behind me.
 

Spinning, I saw a shallow alcove that hadn’t been there before.  Stepping out of the alcove was a small man with odd features that reminded me of a dragon.  He had mostly human features but sported a pair of swept back horns of the deepest black. 
 

Rusty red scales swirled in patters around his cheeks and ran down either side of his neck.  His taloned hands and feet, along with the scaly tail emerging from his robes, further emphasized his dragon nature.  All in all, he would have been intimidating if he weren’t about as tall as Gretch and twice as slender as my curvy little goblin girl. 
 

“You hear that, dog breath?  He said I’m his…and cuuurrrvy,” Gretch taunted, drawing the ‘curvy’ out lasciviously.  “Also, Chief, I can’t believe that fucking worked.”
 

“How about,” Gill began in the exaggerated patient tone one might use to address a child. “I tell you what he thinks of MY curves, you little strumpet.”
 

“Not now, dammit.  Both of you, please be quiet,” I mentally chastised.
 

“Um, hello,” I stammered. 
 

The combination of what I assumed to be a kobold appearing behind me and the squabbling monster girls in my head had thrown me completely off kilter.
 

“I’m Karnack,” the dapper little dragon man said in introduction. “The dungeon sent me to communicate with you.”
 

“Hello, Karnack, I’m Andric.  It’s nice to meet you.” I reached to shake the Kobolds hand, but he declined to come close enough to shake.
 

“Well, Andric,” Karnack said, “What is it that you have to say to the Master?  We’re quite busy with other matters at the moment.”
 

“It’s exactly those other matters I want to talk to, um, your master about,” I explained. “You see, I’ve had a really long day, and I’m seriously considering just leaving the dungeon to find somewhere to sleep.  The only thing is, I have no idea what’s out there.  I was kinda hoping we could make a deal.”
 

“The master is listening,” Karnack stated deadpan.
 

“Well, if I finish clearing out the swarm, I’m really going to need a place to rest.  Is there some sort of non-aggression pact or something we could sign, so I could sleep in here without fear of being attacked?”
 

“Hmmm. The master can’t alter the original quest he gave you, so he would require something in addition to clearing out the dungeon,” Karnack said slowly. 
 

Negotiations were going much better than I had expected. It was hard work to keep the excitement off my face as I waited for Karnack to elaborate on what his ‘Master’ wanted. 
 

People in the game world were really obsessed with that title.  At least Gretch stuck with ‘Chief,’ though I got the impression she was using it in a literal sense rather than a jocular one.
 

Karnack just stared at me for a while, so I stared right back.  I had no idea what the dungeon thought the value of a safe haven was worth, and I wasn’t going to give it any clues about how high I valued it if I could help it.
 

“I think you broke him, Andric,” Gill eventually chimed in.
 

“Maybe you should hit him a few times,” Gretch helpfully mused. 
 

“Not exactly the tone I’m going for,” I replied.  “Just waiting on the opening negotiation.”
 

Karnack, or more accurately, the dungeon through Karnack, blinked first.
 

“Master will agree to let you find solace in his hallowed walls for a week if you make a tribute of 50% of the experience gained during the completion of the initial quest.”
 

“Ten percent and two years,” I immediately replied. 
 

I had never got the chance to haggle in modern society, but I’d seen it done in enough bad movies that I knew to respond with an offer that was as unreasonable as possible.  Besides, I really could just leave the dungeon and try to sleep wherever I found myself in the world outside.
 

Karnack looked like I’d just slapped his mother. He opened his mouth to reply but paused.  His pointed ears twitched while he stared off into space.  Assuming the dungeon was talking to him, I patiently waited.
 

“I don’t know what this guy’s problem is.  Won’t the dungeon be fucked if you don’t kill the swarm for it?” Gretch’s mental voice was so full of innocent curiosity, it took all my will power to keep the amusement off my face.
 

“That is what the quest said,” Gill concurred.
 

Karnack finally drew himself up to his full diminutive height and responded, “Master has no intention of bargaining like a street vendor.  Check your light slate and take the offer or leave it.”
 

Save the Dungeon of Kobold Delight pt: 2
 

If you complete “Save the Dungeon of Kobold Delight pt: 1,” and complete the bonus mission, the dungeon will provide sanctuary for one year.  To accept this quest, you must agree to sacrifice 25% of all experience gained in the dungeon, to the dungeon.  Furthermore, if you accept this quest, you will be barred from killing or looting dungeon monsters.  No dungeon items will ever be dropped for you in this dungeon.
 

Seemed fair… except for a couple of details.
 

“Do swarm corpses count as dungeon items?” I asked.
 

“No.”
 

“Do I have to return experience from the swarm I killed before this new quest?”
 

“No.”
 

Eloquent little bastard, isn’t he? I idly thought to myself. Gill laughed in response.  Not having my thoughts to myself was going to take some getting used to.
 

“I suggest you make your choice soon as there are scouts coming up the exit tunnel now. My master believes they are attempting to return to their hive to report the discovery of a dungeon core.” Karnack could have been talking about the weather for all the emotion he showed.
 

I accepted the quest and willed away the light slate.  Having a safe place to rest that I could just teleport to was worth, well, a lot. 
 

Hefting the club and shield, I started off down the tunnel, not wanting to fight in the spacious entry chamber where the bugs could just run by me and escape.  The trek was uneventful until I passed the spot of my last fight.
 

“I hear them, Andric,” Gill warned just ahead of my own ears picking up the sound of many, many legs skittering across the stone floor. 
 

Hoping that I hadn’t made a huge mistake, I prepared myself in the brightest portion of hallway I could find.
 

What appeared from the gloom was NOT the relatively small drones but a pair of six-foot long centipede monsters packing almost cartoonishly large mandibles.
 

“Oh shit,” I muttered. 
 

Too late to back out now.
 

The first centipede accelerated and launched itself at me with a loud hiss of anger.  With no other options, I braced for impact behind my shield. 
 

The collision echoed like a car crash in the narrow confines of the tunnel, but I felt disproportionately little force from it.  The centipede had its mandibles locked around my shield and was attempting to twist it to the side.
 

Either it was weaker than it looked, or my strength stat was putting in work.  It took less effort than I expected to hold the shield firmly in front of my body.
 

The second centipede monster climbed over its struggling comrade and lunged at my face, its mandibles spread wide enough to snip off my head.  I smashed it directly between those scythe shaped mouth parts before it could reach me, knocking it back as its chitinous legs scrambled across the stone floor. 
 

Shieldmouth was still writhing around, trying to pry the shield off my arm, so I targeted its closest mandible with a couple of quick blows. Crushing Blow triggered on the second strike, shattering the serrated mandible and causing the monster to recoil with a gurgling hiss.
 

Nasty bastard number two slithered under its companion, going for my legs.  My shield mobile again, I smashed it down on the creature’s head. 
 

A black sphere erupted from my shield and splashed into the body of the attacking centipede, where it splattered into a steaming mess of tar. The monster recoiled, hissing as it tried to extract itself from the viscous pool.
 

I retreated a few steps to keep myself out of the pungent semi-liquid tar as Smashmouth, the one-mandible wonder, clambered over its flailing ally.  The tar did its job, though, and it was no longer moving with the frenetic speed that had characterized the fight up to that point.
 

Easily blocking its slow-motion charge, I bashed at it over the rim of my shield while keeping the other monster in my peripheral vision.  The last fight had taught me that tunnel vision was a good way to lose a leg.
 

Crushing blow triggered again and caved the rest of Smashmouth’s head in just as the remaining centipede reached me.
 

Having the luxury of only fighting one hindered opponent, I was able to slowly give ground and smash its head to pieces without too much danger of getting sliced up by its jaws. 
 

“Damn, Chief,” exclaimed Gretch. “That wasn’t half bad.  You may have some goblin in your bloodline.”
 

“I don’t know if there ever were goblins on Earth,” I responded while retreating up the tunnel so I could heave in great gulps of air that wasn’t cloying with the stench of tar and splattered bugs.
 

“As if a goblin could fight like that,” scoffed Gill.
 

“Does that tar ever dissipate, Gretch?” I asked before she could start arguing.
 

“No idea, Chief,” came Gretch’s cheery response.
 

“Um, aren’t you the shield?” I asked, confused.
 

“Yep, but you’re my first battlemaster, Chief.  I just died yest...last, um, recently?”
 

“The void makes the passage of time very hard to determine, Andric,” Gill added.
 

“Wait, you died?” I was astonished, never having considered how they went from their past life to their current incarnation.  I guess it made sense, given how I had arrived.
 

“Yep.”
 

“We both did, Andric,” Gill thought softly.  “It’s the only way to become a weapon.”
 

“So, anyone that dies on Tournion becomes a weapon?” I asked skeptically.
 

That didn’t make much sense as there would be far too many weapons.
 

“No,” Gill answered, laughing. “Some people are given a choice to become weapons or other types of Summons when they die.  Most just go to whatever afterlife they have earned, I assume.  Still other, can become players, but that’s very rare.”
 

“Why would you choose to become an object?” I wondered.
 

“Immortality and a chance at another life.” Gill thought back.
 

“I don’t think I earned a very good afterlife, Chief,” Gretch said. “Better to not chance it.” She sounded genuinely sad.
 

My breathing had returned to normal, so I started down the rock corridor once again.  The tar hadn’t dissipated by the time I was ready to move out, so I carefully stepped around it.  The carcasses weren’t going anywhere, so I could just collect them later.
 

Our next opponents were two Venomous Swarm Drones.  It wasn’t too difficult to keep them at bay until Tar Blast went off. At that point, I easily clubbed them to death.
 

Wondering how many bugs I’d have to kill, I pulled out my light slate and checked the quest for a kill counter but was disappointed.  I asked the dungeon out loud, but no helpful little kobolds appeared to give me a quest update, so I continued down the tunnel. 
 

Occasionally I’d come to an intersection, but the side passages were filled with rubble.  After a brief discussion with the girls, we decided that the dungeon was closing off all alternate paths. 
 

Attempting either to keep the swarm in, or to keep me headed in their direction.  I guessed it was against dungeon rules to just close the entire thing up and trap the swarm inside until they could all be dealt with.
 

When we started passing the occasional shredded corpses of kobolds, I started getting uneasy.  The little dragon people were small but carried metal spears and wore chain armor.  I began to wonder what I could really do against the swarm if the dungeon itself was unable to defeat them.
 

“They are well equipped for fighting against people,” Gill said, addressing my worries.  “Those spears would be dangerous to a human or a gnoll, but kobolds lack the strength to drive them into the carapace of swarm bugs.”
 

“Good point,” I thought back while wiping the now disgusting club on some moss in passing. 
 

“I certainly hope you are going to clean me better than that when we get time,” Gill thought sternly.
 

“Er…Sure.  I mean, of course.  Um, can you feel your weapon form?” I asked, wondering how that would work if I were using her to smash things all the time.
 

Before she got a chance to answer, a long, shrill cry echoed down the tunnel. 
 

“Chief, I think that was a kobold, one in a lot of fucking pain,” Gretch said.
 

Jogging now, I entered a wide chamber behind several swarm, both the drone and centipede types.  A group of opposing kobolds were attempting to hold a doorway but judging from the number of kobold corpses sprawled about the chamber, the defenders were fighting a losing battle. 
 

As quietly as I could, I crept towards the swarm clustered around the doorway.  My stealth skill must have sucked because two drones and a centipede peeled off the back of the group and charged me.
 

There was another loud crash as the centipede collided with my shield.  I was more concerned about the drones as they darted around me while the big guy held my shield in place.
 

I managed to bash away the one on the right, but the left drone sank its talons into my thigh.  Again with the left leg!  I needed greaves or something.
 

Roaring in pain, I smashed at the centipede for all I was worth, waiting for my left leg to buckle.  My leg didn’t buckle, and it didn’t bend.  But the fucker DID withdraw its talons and stab me.  I couldn’t reach it on the left side while my shield was locked in front of me.
 

Crushing blow triggered and pulped the centipede’s side, killing it and causing it to finally release my shield.
 

I caught the stabby bastard on the left’s third strike on the shield and tar blast went off, pinning Stabby down long enough for me to finish it off.
 

Wondering how I was still on my feet, I scanned wildly for the first bug I’d hit, only to find it crumbled against the far-right wall.  Crushing blow must’ve been charged before going into combat because the drone was very dead.
 

I hobbled back to the tunnel entrance to give myself a better defensive position.  While on the move, I noticed one of the kobolds make an epic spear strike that stabbed through one of the remaining centipede’s eyes, just before getting ripped apart by the flailing monster.
 

My leg was in ten kinds of agony, but it was functioning and not shooting jets of arterial blood into the air, so I figured it would keep.  Spotting a stone near my foot, I picked it up and beamed it at the bugs. No more fighting out in the open for that guy, I mused.
 

The drone I had hit peeled off and rushed me.  I smiled through gritted teeth at how well that had worked.  It was even nice enough to run through the tar puddle in its rush to get me.  Killing it was as easy as, well… crushing a bug.
 

The last two drones pulled back and swarmed towards me, leaving only the injured centipede monster attacking the besieged kobolds.  I didn’t know if the drones aimed to attack me or to escape, and I didn’t much care.  Either way, they were going to die.
 

I blocked to the left and smashed down to the right, killing the drone even though crushing blow hadn’t triggered. Tar blast went off at the same time, locking down the left bug. Crushing blow did trigger when I hit Lefty, causing it to splatter as if it’d hit a windshield on the highway.
 

While I wanted to rush up and smash the last opponent, my leg wasn’t having it, so I threw another rock.  Even though I scored a direct hit, the enraged centipede didn’t so much as flinch.  It certainly didn’t stop attacking the kobolds.
 

My charge was underwhelming, but effective.  The centipede never even acknowledged my shambling approach until I slammed my club into the base of its head. 
 

Something vital must’ve been destroyed, because it immediately went into a violent death spasm, knocking me off my feet.  If it were still alive it could have easily killed me, but it just continued its mindless thrashing as I rolled out of the way. 
 

Not even bothering to get to my feet, I pushed up into a sitting position against the wall.
 

“Oh, thank the gods!” Gill exclaimed.
 

“Chief, are you ok?” Gretch asked on top of Gill’s exclamation. 
 

“Leg hurt bad,” I thought while examining the wounds. 
 

Four bleeding puncture wounds showed through my shredded pants.  While it hurt like hellfire, the wounds weren’t as deep as I had feared.
 

“Probably your increased durability from Gretch.” Gill thought.
 

That was good news at least.  “You think that my durability stat counteracted the venom too?”
 

“Most likely,” Gill said. “Either that or you’re starting to build up a natural immunity since you’ve been hit with it so much.”
 

Seeing the kobolds creeping into the room, I asked, “Hey, could you guys pile the bugs up right here beside me?”
 

The closest kobold looked at me and tilted her head. “The master says not to kill you.  While I thank you for killing the swarm, we are not your servants.”
 

I was a little taken aback.  My monster girls had seemed so nice…
 

“Of course we’re nice to you, Andric.  You hold our souls and a chance at truly living again,” Gill informed me.
 

“Oh.” I tried not to feel disappointed. 
 

It was better if my Summons weren’t interested in me anyway.  I hadn’t even begun to decide if their situation made them off limits from a moral standpoint, and they were literal monsters…”
 

“Don’t be sad, Chief.  I don’t know about the big dumb doggy, but I’ll fuck you any time.” Gretch interrupted my thoughts with enthusiasm.
 

“Of course, you would, Goblin.” Gill made the word goblin sound like a curse.  “Anyway, Andric, dungeon monsters only really care about their dungeon.  I bet real kobold girls would be all over you.”
 

“OK!” I threw my hands up in a stop gesture despite conversing mentally.  “Um… thank you guys.  I think you might have taken my thoughts out of context. Not really the most important thing at the moment.”
 

The four kobolds were looking at me like I was insane and slowly backing away.  Maybe I really was crazy, considering all the voices in my head.
 

I really needed to buy some medical supplies. There wasn’t enough fabric left of my shredded shirt to bandage my new wounds.  I had blood seeping out of puncture wounds in my leg, for Christ’s sake. That’s what I needed to focus on.
 

Dragging myself to my feet, I slowly started making a bug pile.  The exertion caused my leg to bleed more profusely, but not enough that I was concerned about blood loss. 
 

“You don’t want to fuck me, Chief?” Gretch asked, sounding a little hurt.
 

“It’s not that.  Damnit, I just have other things on my mind right now.  We don’t even have a safe place for that…” I cast about for excuses to change the subject.
 

“He doesn’t want to talk about it right now, you little floozy,” Gill admonished.
 

The mental static that indicated the girls were talking to each other started immediately after that.
 

 Sticky bug pile finished, I looked over at the kobolds that were talking quietly amongst themselves in the corner.
 

“I have to go.  I’ll be at the entrance of the dungeon when I come back.  Are there any more swarm here?”
 

“Yes, human.  The strongest single monster is attempting to reach the dungeon core, that way.  Between you, us, and the traps, the lesser swarm beasts have been dispatched,” the same female that had spoken before informed me. 
 

“Great,” I said.  “Can one of you wait for me here to show me the way when I return?”
 

The little red bitch rolled her slit-pupiled eyes at me. “I will remain. Do hurry.”
 

I didn’t expect a victory parade or anything, but she was just rude.  Here I was spilling my blood trying to save her master.  Maybe it was for my own reasons, but a tiny bit of gratitude would be nice.  Then, I noticed all the dead kobolds around me.  On second thought, she could be as big a bitch as she wanted.
 

The bug pile gained me one silver and 20 copper rounds when I got to the Nexus.  Finding the healing section on the auction house, I turned the silver into two light healing potions.
 

Light Healing Potion:
 

Instantly recovers wounds by the equivalent of one month of normal healing time.
 

The remaining copper, I spent on another basic shirt and a pair of leather pants.  Grabbing my, now rather soiled bag, I climbed back onto the portal and sent us back to the dungeon.  I had wanted to upgrade the girls again, but only had about 4 minutes left at the nexus, and I wanted to save that for selling the boss bug’s corpse.
 

Checking my light slate, I realized we were sitting at 265 exp after the dungeon had taken its cut.  Not as impressive as I’d hoped, but the drones were only worth 30exp now.  Presumably because my effective level was equal to theirs.  The centipede things were called Swarm Hive Scouts, and they counted for 50 each.  I hoped the boss was worth a lot, I really wanted to level up some more before finishing the dungeon quests.
 

Drinking one of the light healing potions, I watched the wounds in my leg close.  They didn’t close like a movie CGI, but more like a timelapse of a wound healing naturally.  Neat.
 

I glanced around for Karnack or any other kobolds before stripping off my pants to put on the new leather ones.  This, of course, prompted cat calls from the girls, but I ignored them.  The new pants weren’t exactly armor, but the thicker leather made me feel better regardless. 
 

The stained and ripped cloth pants went into a corner.  I could have tried using them as bandages, but they were so nasty they would’ve been more likely to contaminate a wound than protect it.
 

“Ok, girls,” I thought with forced cheerfulness. “Who’s ready to kill a boss bug?”
 

The yet to be named female kobold was waiting for me right where I’d left her. 
 

“About time. This way,” she snapped as soon as I strode into the room. 
 

Before I could even close the distance between us, she darted off down the tunnel that she’d previously indicated.
 

I jogged to keep pace with the quick little woman.
 

“Can’t the dungeon respawn any losses you guys take?” I asked, giving voice to a question that had been bothering me from the start.
 

“Yes,” hissed my guide. “As long as the swarm do not kill and eat the dungeon core.”
 

I wanted to ask more questions about how it all worked, but she sounded so annoyed, I held my tongue and just followed.
 

“Swarm beasts are said to have the ability to consume mana,” Gill thought. “They are known to attack dungeons until they are destroyed. I don’t know how they destroy them however, as dungeons usually repopulate after adventurers clear them.”
 

“The swarm also fuck up any other place that has lots of mana, Chief,” Gretch added.  “My tribe used to have a holy place that our shamans could draw power from.  The swarm came through one day and just…killed it.”
 

“How can they kill a place?” I asked.
 

“Hells if I know, Chief.  But once they find a place that they want to snack on, they never stop coming until it’s gone.  Lost half the tribe trying to defend it, according to my Da.”
 

I started to ask more questions but was interrupted by the sound of loud impacts reverberating down the tunnel.
 

Our guide stopped and pointed to the elaborately decorated archway that had appeared in our path.  “It’s through there.  Please hurry.”
 

Though the little kobold was wide-eyed with fear, she brandished her spear and walked through the archway beside me.
 

A true abomination hammered at the wall on the far end of the chamber.  Rock shards flew as stone was gouged from the wall at an impressive rate.
 

The monster’s thorax stood on six insectile legs, and a vaguely humanoid torso rose from the front of the angular thorax.  It’s three pairs of arms pistoned into the wall. Each pair of arms were capped with a different appendage.  The topmost arms had larger versions of the drones’ mantis talons, the mid-arms were capped with humanoid hands, and the lowest pair bore a set of crablike pincers.
 

Snarling away the blast of cold fear that assaulted me, I rushed the creature and blasted my club into its rear legs.  My temporary elation at the crumbling limb was erased when the monster skittered around on its unbroken legs and launched its many arms at my body. 
 

It felt like I was being jumped by a group of monsters.  I shield blocked high to block the descending talons, and parried a snapping pincer with my club, only to be caught in the chest by a chitinous fist.
 

The air blasted out of my lungs as I skidded across the floor.  The boss bug was already upon me by the time I got to my knees. Shield high, I met an incoming pincer with my club.  Crushing blow triggered producing the beautiful should of chitin shattering.  Though it cracked, the pincer was not demolished.
 

The big monster skittered back a pace and reevaluated me through the myriad obsidian orbs surrounding its mandibles.  I eagerly took the opportunity to regain my feet. 
 

Not wanting to get swamped by the adrenaline crash that was surely coming, I taunted the beast.
 

“Come on you ugly piece of shit!  I’ll eat your fucking heart!”
 

A deep inhuman roar preceded the pounce that my juvenile shit talking had instigated. The avalanche of claws and talons that arced through the air towards me forced me to dive aside.
 

Coming up swinging, I managed a solid hit to another leg, prompting a stumble from the giant bug.  I blocked the talons scything around as my foe spun to face me.  Tar blast erupted from my shield as I retreated from the pincers striking just behind the talons.
 

Desperately lunging to the side, I attempted to smash another leg, but a huge hand clamped down around my shield and jerked me back in front of the beast.  A pincer blasted into my stomach and sent me on another trip across the large chamber. 
 

Painfully forcing myself to my feet, I saw the boss bug flailing at the tar that coated its arms and torso.  I dashed towards the creature at an angle, hoping to get to a flank. A talon sliced along my back as I slammed my club into another leg. 
 

Screaming in pain, I backpedaled away from the boss and fumbled in my belt for the last healing potion.  I clearly wasn’t going to make it. 
 

Even slowed by the sticky tar, the bug was easily going to reach me before I could drink the elixir. Giving up on the potion, I raised my shield to block another talon only to for a pincer to rip through my lower side.
 

Excruciating agony filled every nerve ending as I lurched away from the boss.  My retreat was suddenly assisted by a fist striking my face, sending me backwards at speed.
 

Blinded by pain and blood, I once again desperately felt around for the healing potion in my belt.  Knowing it was hopeless, I snatched out the vial and ripped the cork out with my teeth before gulping the cherry flavored liquid.
 

A shrill cry erupted in the chamber followed by the resumed sound of combat.  I dashed the blood out of my eyes with a sleeve to behold my tiny kobold guide stabbing ineffectually at the giant abomination.  She wasn’t doing any damage but had managed to turn the creature away from me, giving me precious moments to recover.
 

Silently rising to my feet, I padded towards the giant bug.  Just as I reached it, the kobold was snatched up by a pincer and impaled from head to groin by a descending talon.
 

Determined not to waste her brave sacrifice and ignoring the pain of my healing wounds, I smashed my club into another leg.  Crushing blow gave me the power to demolish the joint. Swinging again, another previously cracked leg blew apart. 
 

Apparently, enough limbs were destroyed to finally affect the monster because it sagged to the ground with a pained howl.  Moving quickly, I remained behind its thorax and rained blow after blow onto its back.
 

Its topmost limbs shot over its body at me, but it had been slowed to the point I could reliably block them.  The carapace fractured, covering me in green and black ichor, but I did not relent.
 

The creature’s remaining legs collapsed bringing it down to a reasonable height.  Consumed with rage, pain, and fear, I climbed onto its lower abdomen and hammered the club into the back of its head.  Knowing the creature was going to eviscerate me at any second, I pummeled the bugs upper arms until they were mangled beyond all recognition.
 

My world narrowed to the singular purpose of driving the club into the monster’s body as many times as I could before it inevitably killed me.
 

Though I could scarcely move my arms, I didn’t stop until the voices of my companions seeped into my awareness.
 

Both Gretch and Gill were shouting into my mind that the monster was dead.  I felt as if I was waking from a particularly grisly nightmare as I gradually regained my senses. 
 

Blood, ichor, and drool dripped from my face.  I realized that I was hoarsely attempting to continue screaming and stopped.  All strength fled my limbs, and I sank to the gore spattered ground.
 









6 a different kind of bug



Everything hurt.  I couldn’t be dead again because waking up hadn’t involved so much pain the last time.  At least the pillows were comfortable.
 

Wait, where did I get pillows?
 

“Oh, Chief, you’re awake,” Gretch chirped.
 

“Gretch, not so loud, please,” I mentally groaned. 
 

Who would have thought that mental volume could worsen a headache just as much as spoken voice?
 

“I don’t remember getting shit faced,” I thought with another groan.
 

“Umm…I don’t think you got feces on your face, Andric,” Gill gently thought to me.  “Blood, viscera, drool, and even tears, but I don’t remember any feces.”
 

I couldn’t stop an abrupt chuckle from escaping my lips, causing my everything to throb worse.  My pillows began shifting at the sound.
 

“Where am I?” I thought without opening my eyes.
 

“Still in the dungeon.  About an hour after you passed out, the kobolds respawned.  They cleaned you up and took you to their sleeping chamber,” Gill responded. “You’ve been out for about a day.”
 

“A bunch of the little hussies climbed into the pallet with you,” Gretch complained. “I wanted to sleep in the pile too, but I can’t get out there.”
 

The odd placement of the soft and hard portions of my pillows began to make more sense. 
 

“Gretch, there are no male kobolds in this pile, are there?”
 

“Nah,” Gretch answered. “I think that means one that helped you with the swarm warrior drug you to the single female barracks or something, Chief.  There aren’t any men in the room.”
 

“Small favors, I guess,” I thought. 
 

Everything hurt too badly to move, but I forced my eyelids apart letting in a sliver of vision.  Sure enough, I was in a pile of scantily clad female kobolds.  Most of them were in the process of slithering away from me, presumably because I had woken up.
 

“Hello again, adventurer,” a vaguely familiar voice said from my side.
 

Glancing over, I saw the unfriendly female warrior that had died in the fight with the boss bug.
 

Working some saliva into my mouth, I rasped, “Didn’t you die?”
 

“I did.  I’d add that I would still be dead if you hadn’t been able to kill the warrior,” she said through a smirk.  “Since the master won’t allow you to be harmed, I figured that I might as well make you comfortable as thanks for saving my life.  We didn’t know if you were going to live, but you do not appear to have any life-threatening wounds on your body.”
 

I groaned internally.
 

“I’m naked, aren’t I?” I asked the girls.
 

Gill just laughed at me, but Gretch thought, “No, those hussies left your smallclothes on.  If they were going to undress you, they could have at least done a better job of it.”
 

An unknown kobold raised a cup to my lips while another propped my head up into her lap.  Trying to force the water down my parched throat resulted in racking coughs, which, in turn, resulted in even more pain.
 

“Why do I hurt so bad?” I asked when I could speak again.  “I took a healing potion.”
 

The familiar kobold gave me a wry look before answering.
 

“It seems it wasn’t strong enough to heal all of your wounds completely. Some of this appears to have happened after you drank your potion,” she explained, waving a hand to indicate my entire body.
 

That made sense.  The end of the fight was hazy, and the potion only healed for a month’s worth of time.  I was sure that some of my bones had been fractured before I took the potion.  I was just lucky that the damn thing hadn’t ripped any of my limbs off.
 

“Where is the big guy?” I asked.
 

“The big guy?” my erstwhile guide asked in return.  “Oh, you mean the swarm warrior?  My master ate the body.”
 

I sighed.  There went my plans to get more money from its corpse.  Without the money, I was back to spending exp on healing potions.
 

“I don’t suppose you have any healing potions I can borrow?”  I asked halfheartedly.
 

“No,” she said, still grinning at me.
 

“What’s with the creepy grin?” I asked. “In all the excitement, I didn’t get your name.”
 

“Ceria,” she responded.  With an arched eyebrow, she asked, “What is your name, wounded human?”
 

“Andric.” I decided to let the reason behind the grin remain a mystery. 
 

As my senses came into greater focus, I realized there was an awful lot of skin on display around me.  Apparently, kobold women slept in tiny, nearly transparent white robes.  Glancing up, I took a moment to appreciate the perky pair of breasts suspended above my head.
 

My next impulse was to get up, but I decided ‘fuck it’ and snuggled my head down more comfortably into the smooth thighs I was laying on.  I hurt too bad to move anyway.  Sure, there was a tail draped over my shoulder, but how many opportunities does a man get to lay in a pile of beautiful women? 
 

“I’m sure this won’t be the last time,” Gill said into my mind.
 

Oops, head space.  “We are having a talk soon,” I told her.
 

“If you are done ogling my sisters, you should rest,” Ceria said. 
 

She sounded stern but still wore that odd smile.
 

“I’ll just ogle you for a bit, first,” I retorted.
 

She grinned wider and thrust out her modest breasts a bit before smoothly rising and padding off.
 

As her hips swayed away, I couldn’t help but notice she had an incredibly tight ass under that tail.
 

“Awww,” Gretch broke into my thoughts. “I thought you liked curvy asses, not those narrow little lizard asses.”
 

“My ass preference isn’t important right now,” I said, snapping out of my musings.  “I like a variety of asses, though.”
 

I felt half defensive and a little guilty.  Forget getting caught checking someone out. Your female companions having an all-access pass to your thoughts was so much worse.
 

“We aren’t judging you, Andric,” thought Gill. “Almost all types of people have sexual thoughts.  Most people can keep them to themselves, though.  Because we are able to hear your thoughts doesn’t make them any more inappropriate than they would be if we could not.”
 

“I don’t keep my sexual thoughts to myself,” stated Gretch.  “I think you’re really handsome, Chief.  I would love to wrap my lips around…”
 

“Gretch, remember what we talked about,” Interrupted Gill.
 

The conversation was getting me nowhere.  It would have been a far more stimulating topic if I wasn’t in so much pain.  I willed my light slate into my hand to force my thoughts down other avenues.
 

I checked my experience first:
 

Swarm Warrior (lvl 5 elite) + 1000 (-250)
 

Quest: Defend The Dungeon of Kobold Delight pt:1 +1000
 

Quest: Defend the Dungeon of Kobold Delight pt:2 +0
 

Total exp: 2015
 

Depending on how much it took to heal me, there was going to be some serious leveling up going on.  Cheered up by this information I checked soul gems.
 

Swarm Warrior (lvl 5 elite) +3
 

Quest: Defend The Dungeon of Kobold Delight pt:1 +2
 

Bonus Objective +2
 

Total Soul Gems: 7
 

I’d never been so excited about game loot before in my life.  Of course, game loot usually didn’t have a direct effect on my chances of living through the next day either. I wanted to jump up and go spend it, but I let my eyes drift closed instead.  Ceria was right, I needed rest.
 

The next time I opened my eyes, I was alone.  Not knowing whether to be relieved or disappointed, I slowly pushed myself into a sitting position.  The pain was still there but slightly diminished.  I wondered what was responsible for my accelerated healing but decided not to question it.
 

“I’m glad you’re ok,” Gill thought.
 

“Me too.  Are you girls ready for some upgrades?”
 

“Hells yes!” Gretch exclaimed.
 

“Of course,” Gill said a little tentatively.
 

“What’s wrong, Gill?” I thought. “Do you not want level ups?”
 

“No, I do,” she answered, still a little uneasy.
 

“Gill…” I prompted, waiting on a further explanation.
 

“She thinks you’re going to trade us in,” Gretch blurted. 
 

Then, she kept going as if she had been holding her tongue for ages and had to get it all out before someone stopped her. “I told her she’s a dumb cow, but she keeps telling me to be good over and over.  I think she’s just paranoid. You would never trade us in, right, Chief?  Would you please tell her, so she stops pestering the unholy fuck out of me? Every time I want to tell you something… noooo, Gretch, he’ll trade us in if you get on his nerves.  Don’t talk about how you want his cock, Gretch, he’ll trade us in.  Earth humans don’t think we are people, Gretch, he’ll trade us in.  Honestly, please, Chief, get her off my tits.”
 

I burst out laughing which caused so much pain tears stung my eyes.
 

“I’m not trading anyone in, I promise,” I thought while still laughing as gently as possible. “We do still need to have a talk about certain things but I’m not about to trade you in.  You’re my friends and I value you both.  But right now, it’s time for upgrades”
 

I materialized the light slate and ported us back to the Nexus.
 

Nexus Hub time remaining:
 

0:59:32
 

Gretch immediately appeared and latched onto my hip.  I was a little startled by her appearance.  I’d gotten used to her being a personality in my head and had forgotten how incredibly hot she was.  Even though she was a constant companion, her physical form was a bit sexually intimidating.
 

“Um, where is Gill?” I asked while trying to look anywhere but her mostly nude green breasts.  This had the unfortunate side effect of my gaze landing on her impossibly thick lower half.
 

“She is mad at me and…hey, Chief, what does mortify mean?”
 

“It means embarrassed,” I said, then thought to Gill, “Hey, can you come out here?”
 

Gill materialized in all her muscular but curvy glory and snuggled herself into my other side.  If this was a competition between them, I was going to have to do something about it regardless of how enjoyable it was at that moment.
 

“You really won’t trade us in, Andric?” Gill asked, gazing deeply into my eyes as if weighing the sincerity that she found there.
 

“Of course not,” I responded easily.
 

“Many would say you’re doing it wrong,” Gill responded.  “You are supposed to trade in your weapons and armor until you get the perfect combination, then level up what you have.”
 

“Well, I’ll just level you guys up,” I said.  “I don’t think I could do much better for a main weapon, anyway.”
 

“You don’t want a sword or an axe?  They are considered far superior weapons to a lowly club like me.”
 

I could tell she was happy with my casual observation despite her objections.
 

“Nope.  I have seen videos on the proper way to use swords, and I have no idea how to do it.  A couple of guys took medieval drawings and reenacted the maneuvers they were depicting.  If people around here know how to use swords like that, I had better stick to carrying a big stick.” I smiled at her reassuringly as I laid out my argument for keeping her.
 

“I’m not sure I understood all of that, but I think I get the idea,” Gill said with an answering smile.  “I may need you to tell me again every now and then, though.”
 

“No problem.”
 

Gretch made a fake retching sound.  “You people are gross. Just bone and get it over with.”
 

“Gretch, be nice,” I admonished.  “And Gill, Gretch can say anything she wants.  I’m not getting rid of either of you.”
 

“Uh, Chief, could I talk you out of those smallclothes, then?” Gretch’s enthusiasm caught me a little off guard. 
 

“On that note, it’s time for that talk I’ve been putting off,” I said, trying to ignore my young body’s hormonal response to the willing and extremely sexy, goblin. “How much control do I have over you girls? Could you decide to leave at any time?”
 

“Complete control and no,” Gill said.
 

I sighed. “I was afraid you would say that.”
 

“Huh,” Gretch said. “You haven’t made me do anything I didn’t want to.  In fact, the only order you have ever given me was not to bother you in combat.  I tried to offer advice once and couldn’t, so I guess you do have some control over me?”
 

“Um, Andric, don’t you want to have control over us?” Gill asked.
 

“No, not at all,” I responded.  “That’s just sick.  You’re people, not things or…objects.” 
 

Gill’s ears and tail drooped. Her face screwed up into a confused expression.  “But how would you control us if you couldn’t… control us?”
 

“Why would I need to?” I asked, equally confused.
 

“Because…well.  I don’t know.  What if we just did whatever we wanted instead of helping you?”
 

“I mean, short of stabbing me while I’m in the Nexus, I don’t see what it could hurt.”
 

“You can stab me in my Nexus,” Gretch interjected, her hand drifting down my lower stomach.
 

Catching her hand before it could reach its obvious destination, I responded, “That’s the problem.  I don’t feel comfortable, um, stabbing anyone in their Nexus … because you girls are essentially slaves.”
 

“Damn it, Chief, I can’t fix that.  I don’t want to go without for years without getting laid because you feel guilty!” Gretch practically shouted with a look of horror on her face.
 

“Um, Andric,” Gill softly interrupted. “There are certain benefits that you receive if you were to lie with one or both of us.”
 

“Ugggghh,” I groaned.  “I don’t want to know.  This whole set up is really twisted.  I’m definitely not forcing anyone to sleep with me because I get some benefit from it.”
 

“But you will force us not to sleep with you just so you can feel high and mighty?” squawked Gretch. 
 

She had paced away from me and had her hands on her hips, tapping one clawed foot.  Her agitated movements were doing interesting things to her perky little breasts under their strappy covering.
 

Catching a glimpse of bright green areola, I quickly averted my gaze and looked at Gill, who was still clinging to my arm.  The gnoll woman looked as miserable as Gretch was angry. 
 

“I think that I understand, Andric,” Gill said slowly. “You should understand that the values of the people here are quite different than what you are used to.  Having said that, I won’t press if you tell me not to.”
 

“Why would you want to press, though?” I asked.  We really didn’t have time for this, but the question had been bothering me.
 

Gill sighed and looked away guiltily.
 

“I just want to fuck you,” Gretch announced.  “What’s wrong with that?”
 

I leaned against the portal.  “Besides being a little blunt, nothing, really,” I said. “As long as you aren’t being magically compelled to feel that way…”
 

My gaze remained on Gill since I believed she had more answers than the newly made goblin/shield.
 

“No, there is no magical compulsion,” Gill said after a few moments of tense silence.  “If you sleep with us, we can materialize in the overworld for short amounts of time, and you can never trade us in.  I had planned on seducing my next master as soon as I could, regardless of who it was.”
 

She looked at me through her eyelashes, her flushed face a mask of shame.
 

“I just can’t take the void any longer.  Sex would also create a bond that would allow me to die again when you die.  I just want a real life again.  That, or for it to be over.  I don’t know how long I’ve been in the void waiting for the next battlemaster to summon me and discard me, but I am done with it.  I want this time to either be my life, or my death.  I can’t wait in the in between any longer,” she finished in a near whisper.
 

Well, that certainly put her constant flirting in a new perspective.  I glanced at Gretch who was staring at Gill wide-eyed.
 

“Did you know any of that, Gretch?” I asked.
 

“No Chief,” she said woodenly.
 

A sad chuckle escaped Gill’s lips.  “Goblins are…promiscuous.  Gretch has never had any ulterior motives for trying to get in your pants, Andric.”
 

“Ok…good to know.  I can’t really process all of this right now, but I’m glad it’s all out in the open at least.  We don’t have much time though, and you guys need upgrades. And I think I need to summon another girl.”
 

Gill flinched as if I’d hit her in the face with her own club.  “I understand why you would want to replace me, Master.  I am sorry for keeping information…”
 

“Cut that master shit out. No one is getting replaced. I just need some armor,” I said before she could guilt trip herself any further.  “Honestly, I’m hesitant to bring another person into this.  The more I find out, the more your situation bothers me.  On the flip side, pulling someone out of the void can’t really be bad for them, can it?  Plus, not using my class advantages at all seems like a good way to wind up dead.”
 

I had been entering the commands to level up each girl to level four as I talked. They both sharply inhaled as I finished talking and clicked the confirm icon.
 

Name: Gill Raventouch
 

Level:4 (500 exp until next level)                    Add EXP
 

Race: Gnoll Marauder
 

Gender: Female
 

Age: 25
 

Strength: 9
 

Agility: 6
 

Endurance: 6
 

Aptitude: 2
 

Intelligence: 6
 

Wisdom: 5
 

Durability: 7
 

Resistance: 3
 

Luck: 4
 

Weapon: Cinder-ash Club
 

Category: Rare
 

Damage Type: Blunt
 

Effect: +4 to strength
 

           +2 to Agility
 

Abilities:  Crushing Blow
 

Crushing Blow:  Wielder can occasionally deal a devastating crushing strike that can partially negate blocks and armor.


Name: Gretchen Quicktoe
 

Level:4 (500 exp until next level)                    Add EXP
 

Race: Goblin Skirmisher
 

Gender: Female
 

Age: 20
 

Strength: 5
 

Agility: 9
 

Endurance: 5
 

Aptitude: 3
 

Intelligence: 4
 

Wisdom: 4
 

Luck 4
 

Durability: 5
 

Resistance: 5
 

Armor: Blackwood Banded Round Shield
 

Category: Rare
 

Armor Type: shield
 

Effect: +5 to Durability
 

+3 to Resistance
 

Abilities:  Tar Blast
 

Tar Blast: Shield will occasionally, on block, emit a bubble of viscus liquid tar.  Tar can cause various mobility penalties and/or minor burn damage.
 

“Ohh… that’s sooo good,” Gretch moaned, as her hand absently slid under her chest belts to stroke a breast. 
 

I noticed that she looked a little sleeker and more muscular before forcing my eyes away.  The combination of constantly being in the presence of sexy monster girls and my new, very young body was causing a hard problem I was going to have to deal with sooner or later.
 

“Gretch,” hissed Gill.  “Stop that!  I know it feels good to be leveled up, but really!”
 

Gretch snatched her hands off herself, but snarked back, “Shut it, dog breath, Andric just said I could do whatever I want.”
 

I just rolled my eyes and bought three Limited Lesser Healing Over Time Potions from the exp store and chugged two of them.  While I was ambulatory, I could do without the searing pain every time I moved.
 

Realizing I was still in my skivvies I bought a new set of leather clothes and boots for 100exp.  I then purchased a real backpack for another 20, bringing my total down to 845. 
 

I could save up three more soul gems and tier up one of my girls to blue, but I probably had a good chance to get a blue for the seven if I just spent them all on armor.  Taking a deep breath, I tapped the plus icon up to seven and hit accept after the prompt.
 

Only five card icons floated on the slate’s screen, but not one was grey. Three green and two blue icons made my inner loot hoarder jump up and run screaming in celebration. 
 

Disregarding the greens, I studied the blues.  One was a robe silhouette and the other was a strange angular armor breastplate silhouette.  Though intrigued at the possibilities that the robe implied, I passed it over and selected the angular breastplate.
 

The bickering between Gretch and Gill cut off at the loud thump that announced the arrival of a new monster girl.  We all watched the shape that emerged from the blue lit hallway.
 

Though I could see the outline of some creature, my mind couldn’t make sense of what I was observing.  A squat figure with too many appendages shuffled toward the revealing light.
 

When fully illuminated, the insectoid human torso attached to an overlarge scorpion body caused me to take a step back.  It didn’t look too dissimilar to the swarm warrior I had recently defeated, though it was much smaller and sleeker. 
 

A growl behind me snapped me out of my mute evaluation of the monster. Glancing back, I saw a snarling Gill crouched and baring her teeth.  Even Gretch looked worried and ready to fight.  Briefly wondering if Gill knew she was every bit as intimidating as the scorpion monster before me, I turned and walked toward the thing.
 

“Hi, I’m Andric,” I announced.
 

Sure, I was scared out of my mind, but the ebony scorpion lady before me was only slightly more bizarre that a tall, muscled hyena lady.  And meeting the latter had worked out.
 

The scorpion monster’s human torso reached up and removed its head.  Oh, helmet.  The Chitinous helm lifted away to reveal the gorgeous, though severe, face of my newest companion. 
 

The juxtaposition of light mocha Arabian skin tones over angular eastern European features resulted in a breathtakingly beautiful face. Four cobalt black eyes peered at me dispassionately before the creature finally spoke.  Her voice was surprisingly high toned, carrying an almost Russian accent.
 

“My name is Skryvonna.  How do you wish me to address you?”
 

“Andric is fine,” I responded.
 

Skryvonna’s gaze passed over me to inspect my companions. “Gnoll and Goblin… good.  No goody races to explain to you what an evil creature I am.  I am greater Dryder.  Very powerful.  You keep, yes?  Or you too afraid?”
 

Taking a moment to parse her clipped speech, I responded, ”Of course I’ll keep you if you want to stay.”
 

“Very good,” Skryvonna said with the slightest of smiles.  “I will leave my war body now.  Tell the gnoll and goblin not to attack.”
 

“Um, guys.  You aren’t going to attack our new friend, are you?”
 

“Andric, she is a dryder.  I have never met one, but they don’t have the best reputation…” Gill said before getting interrupted by Gretch.
 

“Fuck no, Chief. That thing is terrifying.”
 

That seemed to be enough because Skryvonna’s insect body blurred and became insubstantial as humanoid legs materialized and stepped free of the greater monster body. 
 

As she strode forward, the disintegrating scorpion body seemed to mist into a tail that stretched behind her.  The tail solidified into a long scorpion tail that extended a couple of feet above the woman’s head.
 

When the mind-bending transformation was complete, a gorgeous and exotic petite woman stood before me in sheer black and red silks.  Her four solid-black eyes peered unflinchingly into my face.
 

“You have lain with the goblin and gnoll?”
 

“Um, no.”
 

The question may have thrown me off previously, but I supposed it made a kind of sense after our most recent discussion of the subject.
 

“You will lay with me?”  The question was more of a statement. 
 

Her hand gently stroked the front of my crotch as she said this.  Little Andric was on board with the suggestion as it sprang to attention at her touch.
 

“Not right now,” I managed to say.  “We have things to do, and if I sleep with any of you, I think Gretch has first dibs.” 
 

Not dissuaded in the slightest, Skryvonna stepped into me, pressing her soft breasts into my chest as she husked directly into my ear, “Are you not a man?  You will mate with me now. Prove you are man.” 
 

Her hand closed tighter around my lengthening cock as she continued rubbing it through my leather pants.
 

Mouth dry, I desperately tried to ignore her provocations.  I was aware she was trying to manipulate me into not being able to return her to the void, but as blood fled my brain for southern climates, I felt my willpower falling to her persuasions.  I didn’t really intend to return anyone to the void, anyway.
 

“Good boy,” she cooed into my ear, rubbing her entire body against me, her arms snaking around me. “Skryvonna take care of you.”
 

A tiny portion of my brain was getting pissed at her belittling words.  The fact that I had been tempted from the moment I had arrived here, and my body’s twenty-year-old hormone levels both competed with my mature ego for dominance.  My aggravation began ramping up towards anger.
 

“Just lay down like a nice boy.  I will show you good time.  You will love what I can do.” Her hands gently but persistently pressed into my chest, willing me to give in and lie back.
 

“No.” The hoarse whisper took all my willpower to expel.
 

“Silly boy, let me help you feel good.” Though she clearly wanted to press the issue, her body backed up the tiniest of bits at my refusal.
 

“Gill, equip yourself, please.”
 

I instantly felt the enhanced strength of Gill pouring into me as her club appeared in my hand. 
 

Skryvonna’s four alien eyes widened, but I just set the club on top of the Nexus. Seeing that I wasn’t going to attack her, Skryvonna moved back in to renew her assault. 
 

“Do not be silly, boy.  You do not want to disappoint me, do you?” Though she didn’t touch me again, she erotically parted the silk of her top, exposing the perfect handfuls of her mocha skinned breasts.  Dark erect nipples capped the gravity defying mounds as she slowly ran her fingers over them.
 

“Are you really going to fall for this, Andric?  She is very dangerous, and you know she just wants to get bound to you.” Gill’s voice was a little melancholy in my head. 
 

I wondered if she could feel the tsunami of lust coursing through my veins.
 

“No, I’m not, but I need to ask you a few questions about Gretch.”
 

“Gretch?” Gill’s thought couldn’t have sounded more shocked if I had casually invited her to fly to the moon.
 

When Skryvonna moved into me again, I let her to give myself time to talk with Gill.  When Skryvonna’s lips began to nibble on my neck, I put my arms around her and held her tightly to me.
 

“Why is Gretch always trying to get in my pants?” I asked Gill. 
 

“I don’t know, Andric.  She just thinks you’re attractive, I guess.  Like I said, goblins are vied as rather promiscuous.” Confusion continued to mount in Gill’s thoughts. 
 

As she answered my questions, the drider detached herself enough to start taking my shirt off.
 

I heard a stifled whimper from Gretch behind me as my shirt came off, but I pretended not to hear it.
 

“So, she never had any other motives that you know off?” I asked Gill, wanting to be entirely sure.
 

I felt the firm orbs of the drider’s breasts against my bare chest as Gill answered.
 

“No, Andric.” There was a touch of sadness in her tone, as if she had finally figured out what I was asking.  “She thinks you’re handsome and heroic.  She also enjoys that you don’t treat her like an idiot, the way most people treat her kind.  Gretch genuinely just likes your company and wants to mate with you.”
 

“Thank you, Gill,” I thought.
 

I snapped a hand up and grabbed Skryvonna’s tail just behind the tip as I tightened my other arm around her back, crushing her to my chest. 
 

Dipping my head down, I whispered into her ear.  “I will not order you not to try this again, because I don’t want to take anyone’s free will away.  You might have gotten what you want if you weren’t such a condescending bitch.  My orders are to never harm myself or anyone else on this team. Now, equip yourself and remain silent until we leave the nexus.”
 

An angular black chitin breastplate appeared on my torso.  The elaborate plates fit together ingeniously, and I was able to move freely as I twisted about to find Gretch. 
 

The adorable and painfully curvy goblin was frozen, wide-eyed, with one hand hidden behind her loin cloth and hip belts.  I couldn’t help but grin and watch the embarrassed expression on her face as it changed to curiosity while I struggled to get the chitin breastplate off my body.  Finally, I gave up and just willed it into my hand before placing it on the Nexus portal beside my club.
 

“Come here, Gretch,” I said softly. 
 

“Sure, Chief,” she said, looking more unsure than I’d ever seen her. 
 

Still, she trotted up to stop directly in front of me.
 

I knelt so my eye level was closer to hers.  “Gretch, do you want to remain immortal?  When I die, do you want to go to the void and have another chance to be summoned?”
 

Gretch’s red eyes widened comically as she processed what I was asking her.  “Not really, Chief.  I’d rather stay with you.  The void was kind of a drag, and if what Gill says is true, it can get really, really, bad.  I was just scared of what afterlife I had earned, so I chose to become a weapon.  I don’t think I would choose that again.  Maybe, when you die, I can go wherever you go?”
 

I felt a genuine smile spreading on my lips.  “I’d like that, Gretch.”
 

She would’ve seemed innocent if it weren’t for her utterly sinful body.  Additionally, the moisture on her a few fingers of her left hand gave evidence to the fact that she’d been jilling herself while Skryvonna was mauling me.
 

“I’m not going to lie, Gretch, I’m so horny I can barely think straight.  If you really want to have sex with me, I won’t turn you down right now. I won’t ask or tell you what to do, though.  This is your decision, and there are no wrong answers here.”
 

A slow smile stretched over Gretch’s delicately featured face, emphasizing the little tusk protruding from her lower lip.  “Chief?” she asked in a near whisper, “Did you really just toss off that beautiful drider just so I could have your first?”
 

I smiled back.  “Well, she was being a bitch anyway.”
 

Gretch lunged at me like a wild animal, knocking me on my ass and sealing her lips to mine.  Her tongue invaded my mouth as her hands worked at ripping belts away from her body.  She tasted minty, which was a relief.  A tiny part of me had wondered if she would have bad breath.
 

I hooked an arm under her and rolled her onto her back.  Pulling back, I took a long leisurely look at her body while she panted beneath me. Her bright green nipples stood out from the dusky green skin of her breast like radioactive diamonds.  Unable to help myself, I dipped my head down to taste those green buds.
 

“Oh, gods,” Gretch moaned as I rolled my tongue around first one nipple then the other. 
 

I wanted to take my time, but time was in short supply.  Reaching down, I grabbed the belts on either side of her flared hips and worked them down until she was mostly naked beneath me.
 

Not to be outdone, Gretch furiously pulled down my own leather pants as soon as I finished disrobing her.  I got to a crouching position so she would have better leverage. 
 

Eyes sparkling, she stared at my erection as it bobbed free of my pants, she lunged forward and wrapped her lips around my painfully hard cock and shoved it as far down her throat as she could.
 

Moaning at the molten velvet softness of her throat, I grabbed her long, pointed ears and controlled her pace for a moment.  The look of sheer satisfaction in her eyes as she gazed up at me with my cock down her throat was nearly enough to send me over the edge.
 

“Not yet,” I gasped, pulling out of her mouth. 
 

I’d always derived more pleasure from giving that receiving and didn’t want my little goblin to leave the experience unfulfilled.
 

“Lie back,” I instructed.
 

I’d always been fascinated by g-spot orgasms.  Unsurprisingly, one of my exes had enthusiastically helped me explore the issue, so I was something of an expert on the subject.  Kneeling between Gretch’s legs, I slowly inserted one finger into her pussy, noting she was literally dripping wet with desire.
 

“Yes…yes,” she gasped.
 

Curling my finger up and towards myself, I found the tiny bit of rough texture that denoted that secret spot inside her.  Glad that goblins had g-spots, I pressed down gently on her lower abdomen with my other hand to increase the friction as I began to slowly work her with my finger.
 

“Ooooohhh shiiiittt,“ she moaned. “What. What…what are...”
 

Judging the time was right, I inserted a second finger and increased the pace, violently thumping her G-spot with two fingers.
 

“Ohhh, Ohhh goooodss!”
 

Her cum flooded out as her body went into spasms.  I kept it up until her spasms had almost subsided, and she had curled her body around my hand.
 

“Are you ready for me?” I whispered in her ear.
 

“P-please,” she whimpered.
 

I positioned my hips low so my dick would rub her g-spot on the way in, and thrust forward, hilting myself in a smooth motion.
 

The cry that followed sounded almost like pain.
 

“You ok?” I asked, pausing.
 

Gretch nodded up at me with wonder and a bit of pain in her eyes.
 

“Stupid new body,” she grunted. “Virgin. Don’t stop.”
 

I nodded, grabbing two handfuls of her generous hips and started a slow steady rhythm.  Gretch let out cute little grunts and thrust her hips up to meet me.  Knowing I wasn’t going to last long, I concentrated on rubbing my head against her g-spot as I picked up speed.
 

Just when I was at my limit, Gretch’s insides convulsed around me, indicating the beginning of another orgasm.  Sighing with relief and pleasure, I let the hot wave of my own orgasm sweep over me. 
 

The force of my own release took all the energy out of me.  I carefully extracted myself and rolled onto my side, pulling Gretch into me with an arm.
 

As soon as my cock released some of my blood flow back to my brain, I started panicking about how much Nexus time I had remaining.
 

Rather than try to do everything I still had to accomplish before running out of time, I rolled over and shook Gretch out of her insensate state.
 

“Time to equip up, Gretch.  We’re leaving for a bit,” I said quietly into her ear.
 

“Don’t wanna,” Gretch mumbled.
 

Though I wanted to give her time to bask in postcoital bliss, we really didn’t have time for it.
 

“Come on, Gretch, equip up. You can take a nap in my brain.”
 

Grumbling, Gretch faded away and her shield appeared on my arm. Smirking to myself, I hopped up onto the portal and took us back to the dungeon. Once there, I simply lay on the floor and faded back out.
 









7 friendly locals



Basking in a pile of naked female kobolds, I was confused when one of them turned to another and asked in a Slavic accent, “How many healing potions did he drink?”
 

“I think…four,” answered another.
 

“I’m going to go wake him up,” declared a third.
 

A stinging slap to my cheek woke me from my delightful dream.
 

Snapping my eyes open, I beheld a wide eyed Gretch. “Gill made me do it,” she squeaked before vanishing.
 

Behind where she'd been hovering over my supine form, Ceria the kobold stood with a bewildered look on her face.
 

“What in the nine hells?” Ceria exclaimed. “Where did that goblin come from?  Where did she go?”
 

Still not entirely coherent, I answered, “That was Gretch. She went…back in my head.”
 

Gill laughed and thought to me, “I told you, Andric, we aren’t really in your head.”
 

“I know, I know,” I thought back. “It just makes more sense to me than temporal planes or whatever.”
 

Ceria eyed me wearily and said, “The dungeon has sent me to give you a message.”
 

I noticed, with some regret, the willowy kobold lady was back in her chain armor.  Rubbing my hands over my eyes to clear the last of the cobwebs, I asked, “Karnack busy or something?”
 

That secretive smirk stretched Ceria’s mouth again before she replied, “Karnack finds talking to you…distasteful. If you would rather, I can send for him, though.”
 

“Nope. I think both Karnack and I would be happier if you kept being my liaison, Ceria.”
 

“Li-ason?” Ceria asked.
 

“Never mind, it must not have translated correctly,” I said. “So, what’s up?”
 

Ceria glanced up, and I sighed in frustration.
 

“What did the dungeon want to tell me?”
 

“The dungeon closed to make layout changes but can only bar the door for another hour.  There is an adventuring party of trolls waiting to get in. It would probably be best if you were not passed out in the entry hall when the barrier comes down.”
 

“That’s quite a bit of information,” I said. “Thank the dungeon for me, please.  I have a ton of shit to do in an hour, it seems.”
 

“I thought you might.” Ceria grinned. “Would you like your clothes and sack back?” She extended my tattered belongings to me, neatly folded.
 

“Thanks,” I said, taking the bundle. 
 

Remembering the trail rations in my bag caused my stomach to growl loudly. I sat down on my old clothes, and I willed my light slate to one hand while shoveling nuts and dried fruit into my mouth with the other.
 

The events that transpired before I came back to the dungeon finally crystalized in my mind as I looked up how much Nexus time I had left.
 

Nexus Hub time remaining:
 

0:1:26
 

“Gretch, you ok,” I asked.
 

I knew it was lame, but it was the best I could come up with.
 

“I’m fucking great, Chief,” she said happily, bringing a smile to my face.
 

“You would be,” Gill groused.
 

Not wanting to play favorites, I asked Gill how she was doing as well.
 

“I am fine, Andric.  I would also like to talk to you privately when you get a chance.” Gill didn’t sound mad exactly, but she thought in a very measured cadence.
 

That did not bode well at all. “Um, is there a way for me to talk privately with you when you’re all in my head?”
 

Skryvonna broke into the conversation, “Of course, boy. You control who can and cannot be included in your thoughts. Have these two not told you this?”
 

I had been dreading talking to the scorpion lady after what I'd done to her, and her mental voice was as cold and a glacier’s core.
 

“Skryvonna, I’m sorry about the way that all happened, but I’m not a boy, despite the body I’m currently wearing.  If you want to go back to the void, just tell me, and I’ll trade you in,” I said.
 

“So, you spurn me for a pitiful goblin, then threaten to send me back to the void?” she challenged. 
 

“He likes me better, tramp.  You can go suck eggs,” Gretch gloated.
 

“I’ll take that to mean that you don’t want to go back.” I sighed.  “We don’t really have time to get into it.  Trolls at the door and all that.”
 

I had found the Nexus upgrades and decided on a course of action while talking.  I bailed out of the conversation by porting us to the Nexus. As soon as we materialized in the Nexus, I fired up the appropriate light slate.
 

Player Nexus level 2:
 

The player Nexus will expand to include a basic bathroom and small sitting area.
 

Player Nexus daily allotted time will be doubled.
 

Cost 500exp
 

Though, I had been planning to do a lot of other things with the remaining experience, awesome goblin sex was worth the price.  Plus, I really needed to use the bathroom.
 

Nexus Hub time remaining:
 

1:00:02
 

Glancing behind me I noticed Gill and Gretch examining the new couch and chairs that had appeared in a little alcove off to the side. I wanted to check out the alcove as well, but as always seemed to be the case, we were under a time crunch.
 

“Skryvonna, would you get out of my head please?” I asked.
 

“I would rather not deal with your other…companions,” she sneered.
 

“Too bad.  New rule, no one allowed in my head while in the Nexus. Unless it’s going to be a really short visit, or I ask for it.”
 

Skryvonna appeared in her drider form, complete with armor and giant scorpion body.  I wanted to ban the war body, as she had called it, but that was leaning far in the direction of taking away her rights for my own convenience, so I let it go.
 

“No fighting,” I said, as I dashed to the new door, finding the expected bathroom.  What I hadn’t expected to see was a flushing toilet and modern sink and standing shower.  Definitely worth the experience points.
 

I emerged feeling almost human a few minutes later.
 

Gill sat in a corner chair looking forlorn and Skryvonna still stood by the Nexus portal, ignoring everyone else in the room.  Gretch dashed to me and threw her arms around my middle. 
 

My momentary guilt at the melancholy mood of two of my companions was drowned under the weight of sheer joy exuding from my goblin. I crouched down a little to properly embrace her and she locked her lips to mine. Giving in to the kiss, I could not help but slide a hand under a belt and palming a firm breast.  Belts for shirts provided such easy access.
 

Breath hot on my ear, Gretch practically moaned, “Do you think we have time…?” She finished the statement by rubbing the growing bulge in the front of my pants.
 

“No,” I answered with sincere regret.
 

Straightening and composing myself, I moved to the light slats near Skryvonna, Gretch trailing behind me.
 

I pulled up Skryvonna’s stats and finally understood the difference between rare and superb equipment.
 

Name: Skryvonna Voraxen

 

Level:1 (75 exp until next level)                   Add EXP

 

Race: Greater Drider (Hexaxe Scorpion)

 

Gender: Female

 

Age: 44

 

Strength: 8

 

Agility: 12

 

Endurance: 10

 

Aptitude: 7

 

Intelligence: 9

 

Wisdom: 8

 

Durability: 13

 

Resistance: 8

 

Armor: Hexaxe Scorpion Chitin Plate
 

Category: Superb
 

Armor Type: Chitin
 

Effect: +3 to Agility
 

             +2 to Durability
 

  +2 to Resistance
 

Abilities:  Shadowmeld
 

       Poison Sting
 

Shadowmeld: Armor can gather shadows around the wearer decreasing the ability to see the wearer and making them harder to hit with ranged attacks.
 

Poison Sting: This armor can launch venomous barbs at attackers.  This ability can be triggered by the wearer or designated to the armor’s sentient controller.
 

“Skryvonna,” I began. “I need to know if you want to stay with us. I’m not threatening to send you back, just giving you the option.  If you do want to stay, I’m going to level you up.”
 

“You do not make sense, bo…human.  You treat me like dirt when we meet, but do not send me away.  You prefer goblin to me.  Do you want me to stay or not?  I am used to being more valued.”
 

I sighed explosively before saying, “Your previous battlemasters couldn’t have slept with you either, or you wouldn’t be here.  I just don’t understand why you're so upset.”
 

“My previous battlemasters did not rut with goblins.” She finally looked at me, piercing me with those inscrutable black eyes.
 

The hair rose on the back of my neck.  It wasn’t only the fact that her eyes seemed composed entirely of pupil, but also that there were four of them.  Though undeniably breathtaking, she was so far from human it was difficult for me to meet her gaze.
 

“I am not going to apologize for that,” I stated.  “I slept with Gretch because I know she had no ulterior motives for wanting me.  Also, she is a fun and beautiful person.  I didn’t value people based on race in my last life, and I don’t intend to start now.  Please stop acting like Gretch is below you because she’s a goblin.  It really pisses me off and isn’t helping your case with me.”
 

“Then why allow me to stay, if I make you so angry?” She asked, her voice still imperious and clipped.
 

“Because I’m not going to send you back to the void if you don’t want to be there.  From what Gill has told me, the experience is really shitty.  I mean, sure, you’re annoying, but I’m not going to send you to hell because of it,” I explained.
 

“Fine, human, I will stay. I had one battlemaster for ten years.  He married his first Summon and would not add any of the rest of us to the relationship.  The rest have discarded me soon after they summoned me, usually at the prodding of their other bonds.”
 

Gill finally spoke up. “I wouldn’t ask Andric to send you back unless you did something truly heinous. Your people do not have the best of reputations, but like Andric, I try not to judge people by their species.  Plenty of gnolls have done horrible things, but I know many that are decent people.  I only ask that you extend the same courtesy to Gretch and myself and treat us as equals.”
 

I was struck again by how well-spoken Gill was as Skryvonna seemed to ponder her words. After a time, the drider nodded at Gill and said in a tight voice, “I will try.”
 

That was good enough for me. I pressed down on the level up icon my hand had been hovering over, leaving me with 265exp.
 

Name: Skryvonna Voraxen

 

Level:2 (150 exp until next level)                  Add EXP

 

Race: Greater Drider (Hexaxe Scorpion)

 

Gender: Female

 

Age: 44

 

Strength: 8

 

Agility: 12

 

Endurance: 10

 

Aptitude: 7

 

Intelligence: 9

 

Wisdom: 8

 

Durability: 13

 

Resistance: 9

 

Armor: Hexaxe Scorpion Chitin Plate
 

Category: Superb
 

Armor Type: Chitin
 

Effect: +3 to Agility
 

             +2 to Durability
 

  +3 to Resistance
 

Abilities:  Shadowmeld
 

       Poison Sting
 

Shadowmeld: Armor can gather shadows around the wearer decreasing the ability to see the wearer and making them harder to hit with ranged attacks.
 

Poison Sting: This armor can launch venomous barbs at attackers.  This ability can be triggered by the wearer or designated to the armor’s sentient controller.
 

“What exactly does resistance…resist against?” I asked the room.
 

“Magic, poisons, and elemental effects,” Skryvonna rattled off.
 

My legs withstanding the swarm venom made more sense. I wondered if the amount of resistance I had would make me fire-proof and felt a little giddy at the thought.  Maybe the battlemaster class was overpowered after all.  Then again, at level one, Skryvonna had far better stats than me, so maybe being human was something of a drawback.
 

I bought a couple more overpriced Limited Lesser Healing Over Time Potions, bringing my total experience down to 65exp.
 

“Broke again,” I sighed.
 

“You should not drink so many healing potions,” Skryvonna said. “The magic that heals you is only partially powered by the potion itself.  The rest of the power comes from your own energy reserves.  There are meals that provide a minor healing over time effect in both the exp store and the player auction house.”
 

“That’s…helpful. Thank you, Skryvonna,” I said, impressed she had managed to say so much without insulting anyone.
 

I found the meals she was referring to and was able to buy two dwarven travel biscuits that had a healing over time effect.  They were the lowest tier of healing food, but it was better than developing narcolepsy every time I drank too many healing potions.  I also found foods that provided a myriad of other slight buffs but didn’t peruse them much since I couldn’t afford any of them anyway.
 

Done shopping, I asked all the monster girls to equip themselves so I could see what my stats looked like while fully geared.  After some fooling around with the light slate, I got it to show my base stats with the enhanced stats in parentheses so I could keep track of it easier.
 

Name: Andric Graven
 

Effective lvl: 6
 

Race: Human
 

Gender: Male
 

Age: 20
 

Strength: 5 (9)
 

Agility: 4 (9)
 

Endurance: 4
 

Aptitude: 3
 

Intelligence: 5
 

Wisdom: 3
 

Luck: 3
 

Durability: 2 (9)
 

Resistance: 2 (8)
 

Weapon slots: 2
 

Armor slots: 2
 

Accessory slots:1
 

For a pure warrior build, my stats were looking great. I didn’t check but suspected my physical body could rival Greek depictions of Atlas at this point. I was mildly worried at how skewed my stats were for physical combat, but I still had no idea how magic worked, so figured it was probably for the best.
 

Done with upgrades and only having twenty minutes left on the clock, I transported us back to the dungeon.  Ceria was still there, sitting on a stone bench that I hadn’t noticed before.
 

“Hey, Ceria, do you know anything about these trolls?” I asked.
 

“Not really, human Andric,” she replied thoughtfully. “There must be a settlement nearby as they often come to run the dungeon.  Every so often, we manage to claim one for the master and they have never invaded with the purpose of eradicating the dungeon core, so I suppose they are reasonable enough.”
 

“Anything you guys can tell me about trolls?” I thought to my companions. 
 

Gill was the first to answer. “Like most races on Tournion, they are just people.  Some are more tribal and prone to distrusting outsiders, but many live in larger towns and cities alongside other races peacefully.”
 

Gretch snorted at that, prompting Gill to admit, “Peacefully may be an overstatement, but as peaceful as things get on Tournion, anyway.”
 

“Skryvonna, anything to add?” I asked, trying to include her into the conversation.
 

“Much like goblins and gnolls, trolls are brutish foot soldiers only fit for use as shock troops by more powerful races.  You will love them, human,” she scoffed.
 

“Oh…kay,” I thought back dryly. “Thanks for that valuable and unique insight.”
 

Truth be told, despite my sarcasm I was heartened by Skryvonna’s evaluation.  I really did like the goblin and gnoll that I knew, so maybe trolls wouldn’t be so bad.
 

“I’m ready to go, Ceria,” I said, walking towards the currently closed dungeon entrance. 
 

Ceria gave a little wave gesture and said, “Try not to die.”
 

At her gesture, the stone in the entryway shone blue and became transparent.
 

“Love you too, sweetie,” I joked as I walked through the stone and into the open air of Tournion for the first time.
 

Unfortunately, my first sight of my new world was obscured by sunspots in my eyes.  After existing in the dim light of the Nexus and even dimmer light of the dungeon for two days, to say the sunlight streaming through the tall trees was blinding would be a gross understatement.
 

The crisp smell of living trees, mixed with the slightly pungent odor of rotting vegetation, assaulted my nose.  The buzz of insects and small woodland animals provided a nearly recognizable acoustic backdrop.  Though not identical to the sounds and smells from the woods I often hunted, the scent and natural ambiance hit me with a powerful sense of nostalgia.
 

“What in all the hells are you doing coming out of our dungeon, boy?” a gravelly, masculine voice broke my reverie.
 

I sighed.  This was exactly the sort of thing I was afraid was going to happen when I learned my age had been rolled back.
 

“Wasn’t aware it was yours,” I replied, blinking furiously to assist my slowly returning vision.
 

“How many are there?” I asked my companions.
 

“Five,” Gill replied.  “Two melee types, an archer, and two casters.  One of the casters is likely a healer.”
 

Gill might have been a little silly sometimes, but she was always rock solid in serious situations.  I tried to send the feeling of gratitude I felt for her competence towards her but had no idea if it worked.
 

“Well, I’m telling you now,” came the same voice.
 

“Knock it off, Fierg.  If he made it out here, he’s allowed to use the dungeon,” came another voice.  “Where is the rest of your party, human?”
 

“Um, I don’t have one.” I replied somewhat truthfully. 
 

Somehow, I didn’t think the response ‘in my head’ would be well received.
 

“Bierg,” complained the first troll, “he hasn’t paid the toll.”
 

I barely contained my laughter at the obvious cliché.  At least we weren’t on a bridge.
 

My eyes were clearing up, and the trolls came into focus.  The two directly in front of me were around seven feet tall, wiry and identical.  Blue skinned and wearing leather armor, they both wielded hand axes and shields.  A great cat of some sort was painted on the face of both shields.
 

“Fierg, don’t be an arsehole,” one of the trolls being blocked from view by the identical warriors shouted in a feminine voice.  “I came to run the dungeon for the final time, not play bandit to some human.”
 

“Not trying to play bandit,” the first troll muttered. “Just has to pay the toll is all.”
 

“I’ve got three coppers if you want it,” I put in helpfully. 
 

While I wasn’t happy to be robbed, three coppers would be a small price to pay to not have to fight my way through their entire party.  I was also considering bolting back into the dungeon and taking my chances on a random location when Bierg held out a beefy hand, palm up.
 

“Sorry about Fierg.  He’s an idiot, and we aren’t bandits,” he rumbled with a huge smile displaying prominent pearly tusks curling up from his square lower jaw. “These woods are dangerous for a lone traveler, though.  Maybe you should stick with us.”
 

“Actually,” I replied. “If you could just point the way to the nearest town, I’ll just be going.”
 

“Just be going, he says.” Fierg chuckled.  “If we pointed the way to our village and let you go alone, they’ll probably think you’re a bandit and kill yah.  We don’t get too many humans in these parts.”
 

Bierg was looking at me more seriously.  “I really do need to know how you got so far into our territory,” he said with a bit of menace.  “And what you are doing here?  I’m sure there are low level dungeons in whatever human lands you hail from.”
 

Glancing behind me, I saw that the dungeon entrance was wide open now.  Running would probably just get me caught from behind.  I decided the truth was the only thing likely to set me free.
 

“I’m a player.  I just got to this world, and this dungeon was the first place I arrived.”
 

Bierg looked a bit impressed, but Fierg scowled even deeper.
 

“Horse pucks, human,” Fierg interjected.  “Everyone knows players have great gear. You just have a shitty club and some strange bug armor.  A bum like you can’t be a player.”
 

“Everyone starts somewhere, Hoss,” I shot back.
 

“My name is Fierg, not Hoss!” he nearly shouted, his face turning an interesting shade of purple.
 

“Anyone know how strong trolls are?” I asked my companions.
 

Surprisingly, Skryvonna answered first. “I would guess that low level troll warriors like this have between 10 to 12 strength, Andric.” She continued speaking quickly. “They have some physical regeneration, but it it’s usually not enough to affect a battle until they are much higher level.  The casters are out of my sight range so I can’t evaluate their strength.  I suggest you retreat or talk your way out of this.”
 

“I can sacrifice myself to give you time to reach the Nexus, Chief,” Gretch said, voice trembling.
 

I wondered if dying in the overworld would kill Gretch for good.  “No one is sacrificing themselves. I’m trying to pick a fight with just one of them.”
 

“Ok, Hoss, here’s the deal,” I said, faking more confidence than I felt. “I challenge you to a one-on-one fight, no weapons.  I win, you agree I’m a player and stop being an asshole.  You win, I’ll be your prisoner or whatever.”
 

“Thrall’s duel,” one of the males that had not spoken yet cheered enthusiastically.
 

“Annndrrrick,” Gill drew my name out in exasperation.
 

“Not now, Gill.” I replied quickly. “Sorry, but I need to focus.”
 

“I should have allowed you to trade me in,” thought Skryvonna sternly.  “I have no desire to be bound to a thrall.”
 

I ignored her and asked aloud, “What’s a thrall’s duel?”
 

Bierg answered, “It is a duel in which the loser must become the thrall of the winner or provide a suitable replacement.”
 

“What does becoming a thrall entail?” I asked Bierg, completely ignoring the fuming Fierg. “That word is synonymous with slave where I come from.”
 

Amusement flickered across Bierg’s face, as he put himself between me and his angry companion before answering. “It’s more like becoming an involuntary family member than a slave.  You will like our family, big human.  Once Fierg calms down, after breaking a few of your bones, you may even get along with him.  Don’t worry, we have a good healer.  You will only be in pain for a short time.”
 

I grinned at the friendly troll. “What if I don’t want Fierg as a thrall?”
 

Bierg erupted in deep rumbling laughs.  “I really like you, human.  Fierg is my twin brother.  We have a few thralls we can substitute for Fierg if you somehow win.”
 

“I agree to the terms then,” I stated, thinking maybe I could do a good deed and free a thrall.
 

Bierg turned to Fierg who was grinning as well now.  “You always were the better talker brother,” Fierg said while placing his weapons and armor a short distance away and limbering up.
 

“Gill, all of my buffs stay in effect as long as the weapons and armor are summoned right?” I asked.
 

“Yes Andric,” she answered, as I placed my weapons and armor near the mouth of the dungeon.  “Just don’t get too far away from them.”
 

Though she was trying to think calmly, I could hear the worry in her thoughts. Briefly distracted at being unable to remove my armor in a conventional manner, I shrugged and materialized it into my hand before setting the ebony breastplate on my shield.
 

Before I could attempt to reassure Gill, Gretch spoke up.  “Stop worrying, dog breath.  Chief crushed the absolute shit out of a swarm warrior at level two. By Grolam’s saggy ball sack, he is about to smash this troll.”
 

I laughed aloud at my bad-mouthed goblin’s encouragement, drawing some confused looks from the cluster of trolls. I just grinned at Fierg and called out, “You ready, Hoss?”
 

Face darkening again, Fierg cracked the knuckles on both ham sized fists and rolled his neck. “I am so ready, human,” he rumbled.
 

Bierg stepped between us and raised a hand to each of us before saying, “besides the use of no weapons, there are no rules.  First one to yield or be knocked unconscious loses.”
 

“Are you ready, Fierg?” he continued.
 

Fierg nodded bringing up his fists in a surprisingly modern boxing stance.  I clamped down on any doubts.  It was not the time.
 

“Are you ready, big human?” Bierg asked, turning to me.
 

I nodded as well and put my arms up in a high Muay Thai guard.
 

“Fight!” Bierg shouted, springing out of the way.
 

Fierg roared and charged, swinging haymakers as soon as he got into range.
 

I felt relief flood my body at the clumsy punches.  For a moment, I'd been afraid that Fierg might've had some formal training.
 

Slipping the first punch, I landed a Muay Thai kick to the troll’s lead leg, connecting directly with his common peroneal.  The common peroneal is a large nerve that runs down a human’s outer thigh.  Anyone who has ever been dead legged in high school has a small idea of the kind of pain a good leg kick to the common peroneal can cause a human.
 

Fierg apparently didn’t get the memo that he should be half crippled, because he just snarled and tried taking my head off with another looping punch.
 

Again, I bobbed, weaved, and used the momentum of my dodge to snap a kick into his outer thigh, just above the knee cap. Again, besides the meaty thwack of my shin slapping into his leg, the kick had no noticeable effect.
 

Fighters that fight their entire lives build up some tolerance to the paralyzing effects of leg kicks, but no one is immune to the cumulative nerve damage of taking them over the course of an entire fight. If I didn’t eat one of those haymakers, I liked my chances.
 

After the third leg kick landed, Fierg roared in anger and tried tackling me.  It was not skillfully done. I sprawled my back legs, my hands on his upper arms, to stuff the take down attempt. It should have been easy, but the sheer strength of my opponent nearly forced me to the ground despite my solid defense.
 

Taking a step back, I waited until Fierg put his weight on his lead leg to stand fully upright and unloaded another leg kick with every ounce of torque in my body behind it. The thud of the impact echoed through the forest.
 

Fierg grunted as he fully gained his feet, finally favoring his lead leg. I thought I saw a tiny bit of worry in his expression, but I could've been imagining it.  Switching to southpaw, to put his tender leg out of my reach, the troll came in much more cautiously.
 

I didn’t want him cautious so I did what any honorable fighter would do; I taunted him.
 

“What’s a’ matter, Hoss.  Leg getting a little wobbly?” I asked with a vicious smile.
 

Grimacing, Fierg threw a few short jabbing punches, trying to keep his hands closer to his body to defend against more leg kicks. That was fine with me.  The proper way to defend a leg kick is to put a bent knee in the way of the incoming shin, as the knee is harder than the shin.
 

I danced around the cautious troll and faked a couple of kicks, causing him to drop his guard to block. The third fake, I unloaded a real kick into his upper arm when he extended his hand low to block what he thought would be another leg kick.
 

Fierg recoiled at the pain in his arm, and I promptly slammed another kick into his leg.
 

“Gods damn you to all the fucking hells human!” he shouted, leaping at me.
 

I stepped to the side and punished him with another leg kick, but I had misjudged the reach of those long arms, and my nose got flattened in return.
 

The detonation of pain in the center of my face caused my eyes to immediately tear up and my vision to flash white.  I shuffled a step back and unloaded yet another kick where I guessed Fierg’s leg to be.
 

My gambit was rewarded with a bellow of pain.  I had my nose broken before and knew that it felt worse than it probably was. The important thing was to not get my head removed before I got my vision back.
 

Blinking away tears, I made out the blurry outline of Fierg flying toward me.  This time, I was easily able to stuff his clumsy attempt to tackle me, even half blind.
 

Before he could get his knees under him, I soccer kicked his head, sending him over backwards with his legs still pinned under his body.  I sprang on top of him in full mount, knees tucked in close to his body and my hips down, not giving him the space or leverage to sweep me onto my back.
 

In this proximity, I began to rain elbows into his face, not wanting to rise far enough to try punching him with a fist. Fierg attempted to buck me off, but his lower legs were under his body, and he couldn’t generate enough force.
 

Blood flew from the cuts inflicted by my frenzied elbows. He was starting to look like he’d been run over by a tractor by the time I paused and shouted, “Yield now!”
 

Fierg responded with a weak swing at my face that I blocked. I ducked back down and dropped a few more elbows to his head, gashing the existing cuts open wide enough that I thought I saw bone.
 

“Yield,” I snarled again.  “No sense getting killed over this.”
 

The trolls massive body relaxed beneath me as he sighed out two words. “I yield.”
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“By Belonia’s big bouncing bosom, Human,” Chuckled Bierg, lifting me off his brother’s bloody form. “Fierg doesn’t lose a fistfight often.
 

“Just lucky, I guess,” I muttered. 
 

My eyes were closing due to my shattered nose, and my elbows were throbbing and bleeding from smashing them into Fierg’s tusks.
 

I was about to ask about the healing they’d mentioned earlier when a soft green glow surrounded Fierg’s body. Soon after, Fierg jumped up and pounded me on the back.
 

“Gods damn me to the seven hells, human,” he exclaimed with a huge smile splitting his tusked face. “Where did you learn to fight like that?”
 

“Army, mostly,” I responded, mouth on autopilot as I warily tried to keep my eyes all the trolls in front of me. 
 

There was no real reason for them to keep their word about the duel after all.
 

“Every warrior in your army can fight like that?” Bierg asked, looking impressed.
 

“Er, no…not exactly,” I explained. “My army trains primarily with ranged weapons.  Combative is mostly elective training.  It’s kind of like a clan within the greater army. I kept taking a certain element of it called Jiu Jitsu after the army.” I knew I was rambling, but I was still half convinced they were going to just kill me now that I'd won the fight.
 

“I don’t think you have anything to worry about, Andric,” Gill thought. “Most troll societies highly value martial skill, from what I have heard.  They’re more likely to offer you a marriage into the family than murder you after that performance.”
 

Green light covering my body caused me to jump and summon my gear. 
 

Bierg and Fierg jumped back from the sudden display of hostility.
 

“Easy, human,” a tenor voice came from behind the twins.  “It’s just a healing spell.  I figured you would like to get that swelling taken care of before those eyes swelled completely shut,” continued the unseen troll with a chuckle.
 

I dismissed the club and shield before offering a heartfelt thanks.
 

Bierg slugged his twin’s shoulder and laughed heartily at his brother while gasping out, “He wasn’t lying, Fierg.  He is a player.  I don’t know what class he is, but you’re lucky he didn’t decide to kill you.”
 

Fierg chuckled good naturedly. “I didn't think you were lying, Human.  I thought it'd be great to have a player as a thrall.  Speaking of which, do you mind if we finish the dungeon before taking you back to the village so you can pick you reward? We would take you with us, but only five can go in at a time.”
 

“I can’t run the dungeon anyway,” I explained, drawing some confused looks. “When I arrived, the dungeon was being invaded by swarm bugs.  The deal I made to clear them out prevents me from being able to run the dungeon for a year.”
 

“Swarm, you say?” Bierg asked with worry creasing his brow.  “We should probably go warn the elders before running the dungeon in any case then.”
 

“Do you have any proof?” Fierg asked.  “I believe you, but the elders will likely want something more.  Some of our scouts are going to be in a bit of trouble if swarm penetrated our territory this deeply.”
 

I screwed up my face trying to think of some way I could prove my story.  I had sold all of spoils that I'd collected, and the dungeon had eaten the rest.
 

“Why not just bring them in and get Ceria to tell them?” Gretch piped up, having appeared beside me. “Hi trolls,” she added with a little wave before disappearing again.
 

All five of the trolls had jumped into defensive postures and a couple had produced weapons at my sexy little goblin’s appearance.
 

“What the blazes!” exclaimed Fierg, as he franticly scanned the area.  “Do you have a goblin in your pocket?”
 

Bierg eyed me suspiciously. “I thought you said you were alone.”
 

“Damnit Gretch,” I sighed internally.  “I was keeping you a secret in case I needed you later.”
 

“Oh shit, Chief, I’m sorry,” Gretch responded through uncontrollable laughter. “But did you see the looks on their faces though? Totally worth it.”
 

I couldn’t help but chuckle a little myself at her antics.
 

“You need to keep your Summons on a tighter leash, Human,” Skryvonna broke in acerbically.  “Give her clear guidelines so she can’t get you killed, and the rest of us sent back to the void.”
 

Choosing not to respond to the drider, I answered Bierg. “Gretch is…my shield.”
 

“You have a ghost goblin as a protector?” he asked with clear skepticism.
 

“No, she’s literally my shield,” I reiterated while summoning the shield back to my arm.  “She sort of…inhabits it....” I trailed off a little uncertainly at the end.
 

The female caster behind the twins stepped up beside them. “Are you a battlemaster?”  
 

“Yep,” I responded, relieved that she knew about my class.
 

 “I’m Vierna,” the tall, purple-haired troll woman said. “I thought you couldn’t use any of your abilities if you didn’t have the weapons equipped on your body.”
 

“I can’t,” I answered with a shrug. 
 

“So, is it true that you have to sleep with your gear in order for them to manifest in physical form?” She asked with a mischievous grin.
 

There was such a thing as being too informed, I thought, as Gill’s shrill laughter at my embarrassment echoed through my mind.
 

I met the statuesque female troll’s eyes and responded, “Yep.”
 

I may have been embarrassed the trolls suddenly knew so much about my love life, but I certainly wasn’t embarrassed to have slept with Gretch.  I was looking forward to doing it again as soon as possible, in fact.
 

Gill’s laughter cut off and Gretch squealed, “awwwww,” into my head.  “You just wait, Chief,” She continued in a syrupy voice. “Just for that, I'm going to fuck you until you can barely walk next time.”
 

My smug smile must’ve unsettled the female troll.  She stopped smirking and stepped back.
 

The twins exploded into laughter at her discomfort.
 

“By the gods, I like you, human,” boomed Fierg, slapping my shoulder hard enough that I took an involuntary step sideways.
 

“She was a fine-looking goblin at that,” Bierg put in heartily then added with a wink, “You tell her I said so.”   
 

“I’ll pass it on,” I replied, smiling at the brother’s enthusiasm. 
 

They were as energetic as a pair of giant golden retriever puppies, and their boisterous attitude was contagious.
 

“What did she mean about this Ceria person?” the healer broke in on our budding bromance. 
 

I glanced at him, noting his thin build and elaborate robes. 
 

“Oh,” I explained, “Ceria is one of the kobolds in the dungeon.  She can corroborate my story if you want proof.”
 

“The dungeon kobolds talk to you?” Bierg asked in near awe.
 

“Um, yes.” I said slowly, not understanding what was impressive about that.
 

“They just attack us as soon as we enter,” explained Fierg.
 

“Well, let’s go,” I said. “I’ll introduce you.”
 

The twins glanced at each other, before Bierg turned to the other three.  “No dungeon run today,” he said to a chorus of groans. “We’ll go in with…what did you say your name was?”
 

“Andric,” I replied.
 

“Right,” he continued. “We’ll go in with Andric and get the story from the dungeon if we can.  Then we will all escort him to town and let the elders know about the swarm issue.  They won’t want those bugs all over our lands, and I don’t want the dungeon to be destroyed before we can finish our last run.  No telling what the elders would make us do for the last trial if we did.  We want to finish the trials before raiding season begins, yeah?”
 

“Raids?” I asked.  “I thought you weren’t bandits?”
 

Both the twins chuckled with evil delight.  “If you steal from travelers, it’s banditry,” Bierg said.
 

“If you steal from kingdoms, it’s raiding,” Fierg finished with obvious relish.
 

I laughed at them for finishing each other’s sentences as much as for what they said.
 

“Ok, let’s go,” I said, stepping back through the dungeon entrance with the twins right behind me.
 

“Dungeon?” I asked in a conversational voice. “Would you please send Ceria to talk with us?  These friendly trolls would like to help protect you from further swarm incursions but need more information to convince their elders that you need protecting.”
 

After only a couple of minutes of shifting and doubting banter from the trolls, Ceria padded out of the tunnel, still in her combat armor and bearing a spear.
 

The twins pulled their weapons, but I raised a had to them before striding ahead to meet the willowy kobold woman.
 

“Hello, Ceria,” I called with a smile.
 

“Human Andric,” She replied coolly, stopping a few feet in front of me.
 

“Would you please describe to my friends, Bierg and Fierg here, the swarm that invaded the dungeon.”
 

“Hmmm,” she intoned. “I suppose.” She paused and turned to the troll twins, “You two are going to help keep the swarm from the master’s halls?”
 

Bierg surprised me by bowing before speaking. “Indeed, m’lady kobold. My clan has been using this dungeon as a proving ground for young warriors since before we were born.  We have no desire to see permanent harm come to it.”
 

“You sly dog,” I said.  “Where were these manners when you met me?”
 

“You are not as important as the dungeon, or as pretty as lady Ceria,” he answered with a grin.
 

“Fair enough,” I conceded.
 

“She is pretty hot,” Gretch said.  “If you take her to bed, I wanna watch…or join in.”
 

“You would, slut,” sneered Skryvonna.
 

“Hey,” interrupted Gill. “You haven’t earned the right to talk bad about our little slut, winch.”
 

“Interesting as this argument is, girls,” I thought at them. “Please knock it off for the time being.”
 

Their thoughts cut off, but the telltale buzzing of their conversation continuing began in the back of my mind.
 

By the time I focused back on the physical conversation, Ceria was already explaining the composition of the swarm forces that had assaulted the dungeon.  I waited patiently as she told the story like a military scout reporting to her commander.  When she got to the part where I took out the swarm warrior, the twins glanced at me with raised eyebrows, but I just nodded back to Ceria for them to continue listening.
 

When she finished her report, Ceria waved at me and took off back down the tunnel. I wondered if she swayed her hips that much because of her heavy tail or for some other reason as I watched her walk away.
 

“Well,” Fierg said. “I guess that proves you are telling the truth.”
 

“That or you’re in league with the dungeon in some complicated plot that I can’t fathom,” agreed Bierg.  “Let’s go back to town and let the elders know.”
 

Fierg nodded and led the way out of the dungeon.
 

Once outside, the twins formerly introduced me to the rest of their companions; Ulfgar, the silent archer, and Troat, the thin healer.  I wondered why all the ‘people’ in this world were so beautiful.  Even the male trolls were ruggedly handsome, where, by all rights, they should be warty and fat.
 

All the trolls had blue skin and dark purple hair except the twins, who were bald, but bore none of the more grotesque features I would have expected from trolls. There facial bones were thicker and more prominent than human features, but that just made them look fierce, and in Vierna’s case exotically beautiful.
 

“The gods took a direct hand in creating the races here,” Skryvonna answered my unasked question.  “People were made to be pleasing to their eyes.  Supposedly, they used to come down from the clouds and snag mortals for their dalliances; but if it were ever so, it was so long ago it is legend now.”
 

I briefly considered the raunchy behavior of the Greek pantheon and supposed that we may have similar mythologies.
 

“Except that our Gods are not myths, Andric,” thought Gill softly.  “You are here after all.”
 

“Thank the Gods for that,” thought Gretch, her honest fervor making me slightly uncomfortable.
 

Introductions out of the way, the trolls put me in the middle of their line and started for town.  The banter from before fell away as the journey began and the levity was replaced by a wary alertness in my new companions.  Taking my que from them, I studied the old growth forest as we traveled.  I did not know the dangers in the area, so I contented myself with scanning for any movement.
 

After an hour of travel, I was tempted to ask how far away our destination was but decided that it didn’t matter and settled in for a longer trek than I had anticipated.  The silence broken only by the clink of gear and exhalations of my group brought me back to ruck marches from my army days. The trolls certainly moved quickly enough to make any drill sergeant proud, and I was thankful for my boosted stats.
 

I remembered that I didn’t have to make a sound to have a conversation and reminded Gill about that private conversation that she had asked for.
 

“Thanks for remembering that I wished to talk to you,” she thought hesitantly. “Just wish for the others not to be able to hear any of your thoughts please.
 

I did as she asked and very faintly registered that a part of my mind was silent where before there had been the barest of vibration.
 

“Huh,” I said. “You knew I could do this the entire time?”
 

“Yes, Andric,” she answered guiltily.  “I was afraid that if I told you, you would close your mind off to me completely and treat me as nothing but an object.”
 

“I wouldn’t do that, Gill,” I stated.
 

“I know that now.  I really messed this up, didn’t I?”
 

“How so?” I asked.
 

“If I had been honest with you from the beginning, you would have chosen me instead of Gretch, I think,” she answered in a sad tone.
 

“It is possible.” I said, thinking about it for a moment before continuing. “I thought you just wanted to seduce your new master, regardless of who it was, so you wouldn’t have to worry about getting sent to the void. I will never send you back if you don’t want to go, Gill.  I don’t understand why you would want to sleep with me now that you don’t have to worry about that.”
 

Gill let out a little mental chuckle. “I’m lonely and you’re hot isn’t a good enough reason?”
 

Taken aback, I answered slowly, “It might be.  Aren’t you bound to me until I die if you do, though?  And then my death will mean your death, won’t it?  It seems like a pretty strong commitment to undertake because you’re lonely.”
 

“It’s not just that, though,” she said. “I think I will go insane if I have to go back to the void.  I can’t get a good sense of time, but I think I died over fifty years ago.  This body only ages when I am summoned so my age on my stats hasn’t changed since my death.  You are a good man, Andric.  I honestly would like my last life to end with yours.”
 

Bewildered, I tried to argue against it out of reflex. “How could you know that? You have known me for what, two days, three tops.”
 

My own sense of time was warped from the amount of time I had spent unconscious since arriving on Tournion.
 

Gill laughed again. “Andric, the only restrictions that you put on your thoughts were to try to stick to surface thoughts.  I couldn’t go digging into your past or anything, but I know your thought process very well.  You are a man that I can respect.  I could do far worse for my last life.”
 

Stunned into momentary silence, I tried again to formulate an argument, however, Gill continued.
 

“I know that earth humans usually only take one mate,” Gill thought morosely.  “I won’t try to take you away from Gretch.  She is silly, but sweet, and completely in love with you.”
 

“Wait, what, she…” I tried to compose my thoughts into coherent order before starting over. “I was married once.  That fell apart and hurt me pretty bad. Since then, I have had many casual relationships.  We call it dating on Earth. That said, I don’t get the impression Gretch is super territorial where I am concerned.  She basically gave me the go ahead to get with Ceria just a little while ago.  Why would you say that she loves me?”
 

“So, you’re saying that…” Gill started before cutting herself off. “You turned down the drider and me in favor of Gretch.  She doesn’t care why.  Nearly every race treats goblins like vermin. Not only do you treat Gretch as an equal, but you also turned down a gnoll and a fucking drider immediately before picking her. Goblins do not usually mate for life, but Gretch would open her own throat if you told her to.”
 

I was still processing this information when I caught a flicker of movement in the tree line.  I started to ignore it in favor of the conversation I was having, but figured I was better off safe than sorry.
 

“Contact,” I hissed.
 

The trolls stopped and one of the twins dropped back beside me.  I had to look closely to determine which one it was.  Fierg, I decided noticing that his tusks twisted a bit further out than his brothers’.
 

“What did you see?” he quietly asked.
 

“Movement. Sixty meters to our right. Something darted behind that big white tree.  Could have been an animal, but I decided not to take a chance,” I answered, my speech pattern subconsciously falling back into the military form of delivering maximum information in minimum time.
 

The twin grunted, “We’ll know in a moment. Ulfgar is ranging out there.”
 

At that moment, the tree line exploded into movement as six red-skinned trolls threw off primitive ghillie suits of woven vines and rushed toward our position on the road.
 

“Form up,” Fierg bellowed as he unslung his shield and hand axe.  “You’re with us on the front line.”
 

His brother joined us and slammed his axe against his shield, causing a rippling distortion to appear in the air between us and the attackers.
 

Two of the opposing trolls launched javelins when they got into range, but they were deflected off the shimmering barrier that Bierg had erected. Vierna returned fire, literally, as several tiny fireballs shot from her staff into the oncoming trolls.
 

They managed to dodge or block most of them, but one detonated into a conflagration when it contacted an attacker’s arm, prompting him to dive to the ground, attempting to extinguish himself.
 

I readied myself for the impending impact as the attackers closed the distance. One of the red trolls lowered his shoulder and slammed into me, obviously expecting to run right through me and into the casters. I caught the charge on my shield shuffling back when I couldn’t stop his momentum cold.
 

The troll’s eyes widened in surprise, immediately before I smashed my club into his temple snapping his head to the side but failing to take him out of the fight.  Trolls were tough bastards.
 

My opponent’s knife flashed green before he whipped it up at me in an underhanded strike that would have disemboweled me if it had connected, but I got my shield in the way.  The knife point penetrated the shield far enough to nick my forearm. 
 

Whatever ability had made the blade flash green must have been poison because, in a flash, molten pain radiated from my shield arm and throughout my entire body.  As I stumbled back, trying to recover, my opponent grinned, moving in for the kill.
 

A long, barbed spike of chitin suddenly shot out of my chest plate and struck the red troll in the throat.  Eyes wide, he gasped and clapped a hand around the wound as his face rapidly turned purple enough to match his hair.  I smashed my club into his face twice in rapid succession, triggering crushing blow and finally flattening the sneaky asshole.
 

I scanned the rest of the battle and discovered there had been ambushers on the other side of the road as well.  Two red trolls lay on the ground on that side with arrows protruding from their backs, but our healer was down.  Two more red-skinned trolls were closing in on Vierna who was trying to keep them at bay with whips of fire.
 

Everyone standing was tied up with their own fights, so I sprinted at the nearest of Vierna’s attackers.  My chosen opponent must have sensed me coming because he whipped his spear up in my direction, just as I closed in, nearly skewering me.  Forced into a dive, I didn’t see the ability he used to flicker to the other side of me and raise his spear for a killing blow.
 

“Chief!” Gretch shouted before a squelching sound and a yelp cut off her voice.
 

Rolling to my feet, I saw Gretch impaled on the red troll’s spear, her beautiful face contorted in pain.
 

I roared wordlessly at seeing my faithful little goblin transfixed on the thick spear shaft.  Gretch’s body disappeared from the end of his weapon and my shield vanished with her.
 

I felt a sensation of yawning emptiness in my soul and my ears began to ring as red mist obscured my peripheral vision. Gretch was MY goblin, and this chuckle-fuck had just killed her.
 

Launching myself at the troll, I brought my club down two handed between his eyes while he was still gawking at his spear in surprise. My vision going completely red, I smashed the club into his skull again. 
 

It was not enough. Gretch was such a joyful little thing, and I was responsible for her safety. I smashed the troll’s face again and again, landing blows even as he fell. When his head exploded, showering me with blood and brains, my eyes locked onto my next target.
 

I vaguely heard Gill and Skryvonna yelling into my head, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying over the ringing in my ears. It did not matter. I was going to avenge Gretch or die trying.
 

Coming up behind the troll attempting to get around Vierna’s flame whips, I whipped my club around into the side of his knee.  The joint made a terrible popping sound as his knee exploded before my fury. Ignoring any thoughts of defense, I gripped my club in two hands and shattered both of the troll’s elbows before he could even process the shock of his runed knee.
 

Looming over the fallen troll, I placed my boot on his throat and began slowly pressing down. Letting out a choaked cry, he tried to knock my boot away with his broken arms.  I snarled as my club came down again, only targeting his arms. I did not want to kill him with the club, just stop him from moving my boot as I crushed his neck.
 

“That was my goblin, you motherfucker!” I screamed, putting more and more pressure on my booted foot. 
 

His neck refused to break from the steady pressure though his eyes were bulging out of his head, and he was emitting a pitiful keening from his mangled larynx.  I finally raised my foot and stomped down, cutting off his mewling cries. He was still moving, so I did it again. And again.
 

A hand touched my shoulder, and I spun raising my club.
 

Fierg backed away, wide eyed, raising his shield defensively.
 

“He’s dead, human,” he said, breaking through my insanity.  “It’s just his death spasms moving his limbs.  You can stop stomping him.
 

Slowly, ever so slowly, the red receded from my vision enough for me to take in my surroundings. Nine red-skinned troll corpses littered the roadway.  Bierg was on his knees beside Troat, forcing a vial between his lips.
 

“Gods damn it,” I muttered. “I’m so sorry, Gretch.”
 

“How very endearing,” Skryvonna snarked.
 

“You cold hearted bitch,” I howled into my head.  “I really will send you to the void.  I’ll find a way to make sure you stay there forever.”
 

“Ohhh, now you can hear me,” she thought back calmly. “Your little goblin wench is not dead.  I’m sure she is creaming herself at how distraught you are right now, though.”
 

“You listen here…wait... What did you just say?”
 

Skryvonna sighed dramatically before responding. “That pathe-…Gretch is in your Nexus. When a bonded weapon dies in physical form, they get sent to your Nexus, and you lose the use of their weapon, armor, or abilities until you go to your Nexus and reclaim them.
 

Before she had even finished speaking, I had my light slate out, preparing to return to the Nexus.
 

“Andric wait,” Gill said. “Gretch is fine. You should go to the village first.  They should have a bind point there.  If you don’t, then you will have to travel to the village from the dungeon all over again.”
 

I stared at the light slate trying to comprehend what she was saying through the blinding rage and sadness.
 

“Gretch can see and hear you from the Nexus,” Gill continued.  “She won’t think you don’t care or anything because you don’t immediately go to her.
 

“You going to be ok?”
 

The voice snapped me back to reality and I realized I was still standing over my latest victim, gory club in hand, staring off into space.
 

“Yeah, sorry about that,” I responded, trying to sound saner than I probably looked. “I was talking things over with my other bonds.”
 

“Ah,” Fierg said, sounding relieved.  “For a minute there, I thought I was going to have to fight you again.
 

“No, it should be fine.  Apparently Gretch is not dead after all.  It’s just a lot to process.  I’ll be good in a few minutes.  How’s Troat?” I asked to take the focus of the conversation off me.
 

“He’ll be fine as soon as the healing potion gets him right enough that he can finish healing himself,” Fierg answered. “Did you take any wounds?”
 

“N…yes,” I said, remembering the poisoned blade. I bent my arm to get a look at my gashed forearm.  The wound wasn’t bad, and I didn't feel the full body pain from whatever the attack had been any more. “Some poison or something.  Hurt like hell for a few seconds, but I guess I’m fine now.”
 

“Viper strike,” Fierg said knowingly.  “I’ve seen the pain of it take down a troll.  You must have the constitution of a giant.” With that, he clapped me on the shoulder before wandering over to check on Troat.
 

A short time later, packs bulging with loot, we continued down the path to my new companion’s village.  I had many questions but was so preoccupied by the emotional backlash of losing Gretch, then subsequently finding out that I hadn’t lost her, I decided everything else could wait. A mental and emotional funk blurred the impact of the recently finished battle, and a general apathy towards my surroundings settled around me like a wet blanket.
 

The village came into view after a few more hours on the road.  We had passed some farm compounds on the way in, and all the buildings were built in a similar manner; grey stone and mortar walls topped with yellow thatch roofs. 
 

The village proper looked like an idyllic Viking village from some of the television shows I had enjoyed in my past life.  Bigger than I anticipated, but scenic on the shores of a river.  Several intricately carved longships bobbed in the harbor further reinforcing the Viking vibe.
 

“Can you lead me to the bind point please?” I asked.  “I’ll gladly talk to your elders and whatever else you have planned, but I really want to check on my goblin.”
 

Bierg leered at me saying, “Oh, I bet you do!  Sure, Andric, I’ll take you to the bind point.  Just don’t take too long ‘checking’ on your pet pocket goblin.”
 

I appreciated the levity, so I forced a grin in return. “I mean, it takes a while to properly thank a woman for taking a spear for you.”
 

The rest of the group had split off by the time the twins led me into a large central square.  Several familiar stone kiosks lined the courtyard and the intricately runed pattern of a Nexus portal was inscribed into the middle of the area.
 

Though the crowd was predominately composed of trolls, people of various races were using the kiosks and generally milling about.  Hawkers in brightly colored stands around the perimeter shouted the benefits of their wares to the crowd.
 

I gawked at a lithe bunny girl in skimpy clothes, as she seemed to be prowling for clients in the universe’s oldest profession.  It slowly dawned on me that it wasn’t just typical fantasy races that inhabited Tournion, it was all the races.
 

I could have sat people watching for hours, but I had a particular goblin to retrieve first. Thanking the twins and promising to meet them back at the Nexus portal in two hours, I triggered my light slate to take me to the Nexus.









9  rewards



The second my Nexus came into view, a small, dense green blur launched into my chest knocking me from the Nexus portal.  Instinctively, I wrapped my arms around Gretch, positioning myself to take the impact of our rough landing before we crashed to the stone floor.  Though the wind was knocked out of me, I was surprisingly uninjured from the short trip and sudden stop.
 

Gretch squirmed around until she was straddling my torso grinning down at me with an intense look in her red eyes.  The sad funk that had gripped me since her ‘death’ blew away like fog on the wind as soon as my eyes found hers. Some part of me had refused to believe she hadn’t died until that moment.
 

“Sorry, Chief,” she said through an impish grin, “I didn’t mean to knock you off the portal.”
 

“I don’t care,” I responded, the overwhelming relief leaving me feeling euphoric.  Without thinking, I reached up, grabbed her by the nape of the neck and pulled her in for a rough kiss.
 

Gretch responded eagerly, thrusting her long tongue into my mouth to battle for dominance. As our tongues sparred, my other hand slid down to her thick ass and pulled her in, grinding her against my armored stomach to pull her even closer to me.
 

“Oh please,” Skryvonna’s annoyed mental voice broke into my consciousness. “Order me out of your head before this goes any further.”
 

I broke the kiss long enough to pant. “No restrictions in the Nexus besides equipping up before I leave.”
 

Skryvonna’s departure had the pleasant side effect of removing the armor that was preventing me from feeling Gretch’s curvy little body against my torso.
 

“You were really worried about me huh, Chief?” Gretch asked, red eyes shining.
 

“Yeah,” I answered. “Of course, I was.”
 

She kissed me again, grinding her pelvis against my abs.  I was happy to help, pulling her in with my hand still gripping her firm ass.
 

After a few moments, she broke the kiss and softly said, ”I was worried about you too.  I didn’t realize that your shield would disappear if I died.  I could see what you were doing from here.  I’m sorry that I did that to you, Chief…took away your shield, I mean.”
 

She looked so distraught that my heart broke for her.  I couldn’t believe she had sacrificed herself for me, and her first thoughts were remorse because she had taken away my shield. 
 

I kissed her hard again and licked her cute little tusk before saying, “You are forbidden from apologizing for saving my life.  I don’t care what else happened, Gretch.  You literally jumped in front of a spear for me.  I would be dead if it weren’t for you.  Gill and Skryvonna would be back in the void.  You saved us all.  You are a hero, so no apologizing.”
 

She lunged forward and nuzzled my neck before kissing and licking a trail down to my shirt. I kept talking, wanting to get my appreciation out before the little vixen melted my brain. 
 

“If anything, I owe you an apology.  I should have never put you in a position to have to sacrifice yourself for me.  I’m responsible for your wellbeing in a way.  I mean, I summoned you here and you didn’t get much of a choice in the matter.”
 

Gretch paused her assault on my neck to hover her face just in front of mine.
 

“I’m just a goblin,” she whispered.  “No one has ever cared about what happens to me.”
 

“I do,” I said with feeling.  “We are a team, and I care about you all.”
 

“Chief,” Gretch said slowly.  “I want you.  I want to make you feel good right now.  Will you let me?”
 

“You can have anything you want, Gretch.  You saved my life,” I repeated, having trouble putting my immense gratitude into words. 
 

The fact that the gorgeous little goblin was still undulating her crotch against my abdomen wasn’t helping my thought process.
 

Gretch ducked her head back down and licked a trail from just below my ear down to my shirt collar again. With a little growl of annoyance at my shirt impeding her progress, she reached up with a small, clawed hand and carefully slit my shirt down to my stomach before continuing her oral exploration to my chest.
 

Sliding down my body so she could lick lower, her pelvis finally settled over mine.  The warm pressure of her groin against my cock caused me to groan and thrust while pulling her into me with both hands on her ass.
 

Gretch sat up, licking her lips as she gyrated on my lap a few times.
 

“I can have anything I want?” she asked with a mischievous smile.
 

“Of course,” I gasped. 
 

Honestly, even if she hadn’t just saved my life, I would have given her anything to not stop at this point.
 

“I just want you to be still,” she said.  “Let me make you feel good, Chief.  Is that ok?”
 

I nodded and forced myself to stop grinding against her.  Her grin turned wicked as she dry-humped me a few more times while watching my expression contort with the effort of not responding in kind.  Apparently satisfied that I would do as I said, she resumed licking my chest where she’d left off.
 

Her hot mouth was exquisite torture as she languidly explored every inch of my chest.  I had never been much into getting my own nipples licked, but when she enveloped one in her full lips and flicked her tongue across it, the wet heat and friction nearly made me forget my promise and buck my hips into her. 
 

I sighed in relief and disappointment when Gretch finished with my chest and began working her way down my abbs.  My disappointment was short lived when the anticipation of her reaching my throbbing dick with her mouth began to ramp up. She didn’t hurry past my abs, however, leaving me in agony as I waited for the slow tongue bath to go lower.
 

About halfway between my chest and waist, she seemed to notice I still had my pants on.  With an annoyed frown, she reached for my waist, claws extended.
 

“Wait!” I blurted, causing her to look up at me in confusion. “Let me take them off.  I don’t want to appear in the middle of town naked.”
 

“Alright,” Gretch grudgingly said. 
 

Instead of getting off, she just bridged her body over me as I hastily removed my pants and returned to my previous position.
 

Gretch settled back down onto me, pulling her chest belts outside her perky little breasts.  The belts pressed her green tits together, and she worked to get my massive erection between them as she picked up licking my stomach where she had left off.
 

It took every ounce of willpower I had not to thrust my raging boner up and down between the warm soft valley of her cleavage.  I had said that I would lie still and let her have her way with me, and I was determined to keep my word. The hard points of her nipples slowly moved down to my groin as Gretch worked her way lower and lower, kissing, licking, and nibbling as she went.
 

My cockhead eventually bumped into her chin smearing precum and Gretch grinned up at me, red eyes smoldering, before aiming the tiniest of licks at the head of my erection, cleaning the tip. The sight and feel of her pink tongue caused my abs to seize involuntarily before I could get my body under control and relax again.
 

As soon as I had control of myself again, Gretch opened her mouth, and with agonizing slowness, began inching her lips down my cock. The molten, silky heat of her mouth, combined with my level of anticipation, nearly caused me to shoot off right then, but I steeled myself, forcing the sensation down.  No way was I going to ruin Gretch’s fun.
 

Gretch kept her slow downwards momentum until I felt the back of her throat. I expected her to bob back up, but she continued going down for another couple of inches, the tight constriction of her throat causing me almost painful amounts of pleasure. 
 

She gagged then, but still didn’t come back up for air, instead forcing herself down another inch before gagging so hard her body curled up in spasms.  Still, she did not stop.  I didn’t know where she was putting my admittedly large shaft and was starting to get concerned, when she finally pulled me out of her throat with a titanic gasp for air. 
 

“Shit,” she muttered, wiping tears from her eyes. “I can’t fit it all.”
 

I chuckled before saying, “I am super impressed that you fit that much.”
 

“I’ll just have to practice,” she declared before swallowing me again.
 

After a few minutes, despite the intense pleasure, I was beginning to feel guilty about the obvious distress that Gretch was putting herself in.
 

“Gretch,” I murmured. “Not to rush your reward or anything, but I have no idea how much time we have before the Nexus kicks us out.”
 

Gretch’s head snapped up, a glistening strand of drool connecting her lower lip to my shaft.  “Right,” she muttered crawling up my body to position herself over my straining member.
 

Again, I had to fight the impulse to thrust, as she ever so slowly sank her tight, wet tunnel down onto my shaft. About halfway down, her eyes crinkled, and she paused letting herself adjust.
 

I felt guilty about the way I had recklessly taken her the first time if half of my penis was enough to cause her pain, but I stayed silent, not wanting to mar the moment for her.
 

Gretch started moving again, enveloping more inches and a moan burst from her lips.  I heard an echoing moan in my mind. Shit…
 

“Gill, are you still in there?” I asked.
 

“Don’t make me leave. Please, Andric,” she whimpered.
 

I mentally shrugged.  Who knew Gill was such a voyeur? It didn’t matter to me, and I was not about to take my attention away from Gretch to discuss it.
 

Gretch had finally managed to fit my entire cock into herself, and the tight, hot pressure of her pussy drove all other thoughts from my head.  Instead of immediately moving her hips, she began to undulate her Kegel muscles with a look of intense concentration on her face.  A snatch of the old song “Pussy Control” ran through my head as I bit my lip hard to help prolong the moment.
 

After a full minute of massaging my cock with her muscles alone, Gretch slowly lifted her hips up until just the tip was still inside of her, then slammed back down, hilting me and drawing a squawking cry from herself.
 

“Fucking gods, you are big, Chief,” Gretch hissed as she raised her hips again at the same agonizingly slow pace, only to slam down again with another squeal of pleasure.
 

The fourth or fifth time she lifted off me, my tight control slipped. I grabbed her hips and thrust myself inside of her before she could slam down again, giving myself room to work.
 

Her red eyes widened; a deep moan torn from her lips as I began to rhythmically thrust up inside of her.  I didn’t slam into her with the same reckless abandon I had the first time we had sex, but with strong measured thrusts.  My focus entirely on giving her as much pleasure as possible.
 

After several minutes of inarticulate cries, she gasped, “Don’t… stop… please… almost...”
 

She got out one word between each powerful thrust. I had no intention of stopping, my self-control a distant memory.  It was all I could do to stave off my own climax, but I could tell from her quivering legs that she was near her own peak which gave me the incentive I needed to wait for her.
 

Less than a minute later, Gretch threw back her head with a primal shriek of pleasure and her pussy began spasming furiously around my pumping rod. Her intense orgasm set off my own climax. 
 

I gritted my teeth and continued thrusting, fighting the urge to just bury myself until my own orgasm ended because I wanted Gretch to be able to ride hers to completion.
 

My sexy little goblin eventually collapsed into my chest, taking huge gulping breaths as her entire body shuddered with little spasms.
 

After a few moments she panted, “Did you like it?”
 

Fighting the urge to laugh at the ridiculous question, I answered, “I loved every second. You are amazing in so many ways, my silly goblin.”
 

I leaned up and kissed the top of her head.
 

After letting her bask in postcoital bliss for a couple of minutes I said, ”I hate to say it, but you need to get back in my head Gretch.  We are going to get ejected any minute.”
 

Instead of answering, she vanished, causing me to immediately miss her comforting weight.  I lay there for a few more seconds, collecting my thoughts.
 

Standing, I put on my pants and straightened my shredded leather shirt as much as possible before looking around for Skryvonna.  She sat on one of the couches in the sitting area, pointedly ignoring me.
 

“We’re going back,” I said sheepishly.  “Sorry you had to hear all of that.”
 

The pink haired beauty regarded me coldly for a moment, her four solid black eyes pinning me in place.
 

“I am used to it.  My former master had upgraded his Nexus enough to have separate bedrooms, but he was rarely considerate enough to keep things quiet.”
 

Well, that effectively made me feel like shit.
 

“Screw her, Chief,” Gretch thought, still sounding a little groggy. Then she giggled and added, “Maybe if you did, she would lighten the fuck up.”
 

“You didn’t bother me at all, ma-Andric,” Gill said, sounding suspiciously breathless.
 

It bothered me a little that she had almost slipped up and called me master again. I had thought we were done with that.  I carefully kept my thoughts neutral, though, not wanting to make her feel guilty. 
 

Clearing my throat, I asked, “Skryvonna, do you mind equipping?  We have to get out of here.”
 

Rolling her eyes, the scorpion woman vanished, and my chitin armor appeared on my torso again.  Well, at least my shredded shirt won’t be noticeable, I thought as I mounted the Nexus portal.
 

“Shit, Chief, sorry.” Gretch said.
 

Laughing, I thought, “You can rip up every shirt I buy if it makes you happy.”
 

Instead of a verbal response, I felt a sense of warm satisfaction from Gretch.  I didn’t know how I knew what it was, but I could identify it as easily as though it were my own emotion and knew exactly where it was coming from.
 

Smiling, I keyed in the troll village, which turned out to be named Rathfuerg, and returned us from the Nexus.
 

I materialized back in the market square of Rathfuerg with a cheesy grin still plastered on my face.  I had only had 45 minutes of time left when I departed to my Nexus, so I knew that I still had at least an hour and fifteen before the twins were scheduled to meet me.  A savory smell drifted over from one of the tentlike structures around the perimeter of the square, prompting my stomach to growl in complaint.
 

My troll friends had generously included me in the loot distribution from the red troll raiding party, so I had some silvers in my pocket and a backpack full of random weapons.  The knife that had been used to inflict that pain ability on me now rode at my hip since I had needed a blade multiple times since arriving on Tournion.
 

Strolling into the eatery, I attempted not to gawk at the various races seated at the long roughhewn tables.  Trolls, animal kin, fantasy races, and others I couldn’t identify shared food and drink while boisterously conversing with one another.  Oddly enough, there were no elves, dwarves, humans, or other species typically considered ‘good’ in earth nerd lore.
 

Spotting the lithe bunny girl I had noticed earlier sitting alone at a corner spot, I shrugged and wandered over.  There weren’t many open seats anyway, and she looked lonely, so I sat across from her and introduced myself.
 

“Hello, I’m Andric,” I announced with a friendly smile.
 

“Oh,” she said, jerking her gaze up from her plate. “I, I’m Elyria.”
 

I did not have much trouble meeting her gaze, despite the copious amounts of skin displayed by her silky outfit. Gretch had done an excellent job of draining my young hormonal body of its typical overwhelming lust for the fairer sex.
 

She had light green eyes and long, soft looking white bunny ears jutted from her mane of white hair.  My hands twitched with a sudden desire to pet those downy ears. Her facial features were mostly human, her eyes being a touch to round and large, and her nose would have been remarkably small and expressive on a completely human face.
 

“I’m on my lunch break,” she said, recovering herself. She thrust out her delicate, tiny breasts, drawing my gaze to her freckled cleavage before adding, “But if you would care to wait an hour, I can certainly take care of you, handsome.”
 

I chuckled before saying. “Uh…no, thanks.  I wasn’t trying to proposition you. I just needed a place to sit and...” I broke off and gestured to the full tables around the noisy pavilion.
 

A conservatively dressed troll barmaid saw my gesture and hurried over, her hard eyes judgmental as they flicked to the bunny lady before she asked what I wanted.
 

I turned to my new companion and asked,” What’s good?”
 

“I only eat plants,” she murmured, lowering her gaze back to the salad on her plate.
 

Wondering briefly about the social status of prostitutes on Tournion, I asked the barmaid what was available.
 

Only recognizing venison steak and beer from the list she droned off, I ordered that and handed over a silver, telling her to keep the change.  Judging from how her eyes widened, I had drastically over-tipped.  I really didn’t care, but I needed to learn the social norms because I also didn’t want to stand out.
 

“Goblin society doesn’t have prostitutes,” Gretch announced, replying to my earlier musings. “We are happy to take care of that kind of thing for anyone we are attracted to”.  She paused before continuing in a thoughtful voice. “You may have ruined me for goblin men, though, Chief.  Their dicks are so small, and they are done so fast.  Would you be willing to fuck me some more later?”
 

Some of Gill’s comments about goblins being promiscuous began to make more sense considering Gretch’s explanation.  I was starting to think that goblin society was as bohemian as hippies at Woodstock.
 

Skryvonna broke in on the conversation. “Do you think of nothing else, filthy little whore?” she snapped.
 

Gretch immediately snarked back, “You’re just jealous that you couldn’t get Andric in your dusty pu..”
 

“Oh kaaayyyy,” I interrupted. “Not the time.”
 

Gill chimed in with a reasonable tone, “Many races view prostitutes as very lazy.  It is not too difficult to start learning a skill here on Tournion, so earning a living on one’s back is viewed with scorn by most women with professions.”
 

That makes sense, I thought, watching the alluring bunny girl pick at her vegetables across from me. I wonder why she doesn’t have a profession.
 

The barmaid returned with my food then, apparently having rushed due to the large tip, and I tore into the venison and potatoes with gusto.  Glancing up between bites of gamey meat, I noticed my lunch partner watching me.
 

“Sorry,“ I mumbled through a mouthful of food. “My stomach thinks my throat’s been cut.”
 

She giggled, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. “I haven’t heard it put that way before, Master Andric.”
 

I sighed at the appellation. “Just Andric is fine, Elyria.”
 

“Oh, I didn’t mean to offend...”
 

I waved her apology off while clearing my mouth with a pull from the remarkably good dark beer.
 

“So, what brings you to Rathfuerg?” I asked, making small talk.
 

Her eyes immediately became downcast again. “I was taken as a thrall at a young age.”
 

“I…I’m so sorry.” I responded. So much for small talk.
 

Unexpectedly, Elyria laughed at my concern. “Oh no.  That was fine. The family I was enthralled to was great.  They treated me very well and only asked me to cook and clean in return.”
 

“Oh,” I said, at a loss as to how that had resulted in her current situation.
 

Seeing the confusion on my face, Elyria sighed and continued, “They were killed in a Red raid.  I don’t know why the Reds spared me, but no other family wanted a thrall that would stand by while their masters were killed.  I…had to make a living.”
 

She forced a smile. “It’s not like I don’t enjoy my work most of the time.”
 

I felt sad for the adorable bunny girl, but I didn’t know how to help her, or if I even should.  Things in this world were never quite how I expected them to be.
 

“Um,” I started hesitantly. “Do you want a different job?”
 

She looked back at me, a touch of her previous allure sliding back into her expression. “Are you offering?”
 

I hesitated before answering, “Not personally, but I know a couple of trolls who could maybe use a maid or something.”  I was thinking of the thrall that the twins owed me.  If I freed one of their thralls, wouldn’t that leave a vacancy in their household?
 

“Really?” she asked, looking skeptical.
 

“I think so,” I responded carefully, not want to promise something that I couldn’t deliver.
 

“Look,” I said. “Do you eat here often?”
 

I knew it sounded like a cheap pick-up line, but I wanted to know.
 

“Yes…why?” she asked guardedly.
 

“I’ll find out in the next couple of days,” I answered.  “If I can offer you the job, I’ll find you here at lunch. Cool?”
 

She looked at me like I was completely insane murmuring. “It’s warm outside.”
 

“No, I mean is that ok with you?” I asked, realizing my mistake.  “If I find you here at lunch tomorrow or the next day, I’ll be able to let you know about the job.”
 

“Oh, sure,” she answered hesitantly.  “I doubt any trolls will take me, though.  I’m well known here.  They won’t even purchase my…other services.”
 

“Well, I’ll see what I can do,” I said, pulling out a handful of silver and placing it in the stunned girl’s hands.  “Just take care of yourself for the next couple of days, ok?”
 

Feeling embarrassed by my overly grand gesture, I walked out of the eatery without giving her a chance to answer.
 

“That was very sweet of you, Andric.” Gill thought pleasantly.
 

“Stupid, you mean,” Skryvonna retorted.  “Are you going to save every pretty whore with a sad story, human?  I hope you find a way to make much more money if that’s your plan.”
 

Before Gretch or Gill could come to my defense, I answered Skryvonna. “Yea, it was dumb.  I would’ve never given a wad of cash to a random whore in my old world.  I honestly don’t know what possessed me to do so now, but it seemed right.  I’m not going to go around saving all the downtrodden in the world, but if she will let me, I may help this one.”
 

I must have stunned Skryvonna into silence by agreeing with her because she let it drop.
 

“I don’t give a shit what you do, Chief,” Gretch said enthusiastically. “Fuck all the whores, save all the whores, kill all the whores, just as long as you bring me along when you do it.”
 

It was positively freeing to have such a non-judgmental and devoted lover.  I needed a goblin in my life much earlier.  Not that I was going to carry out any of her suggestions, but her complete lack of judgment or any semblance of a moral compass put a smile on my face regardless.
 

Heading over to the player auction kiosk, I started unloading my bag into the stone machine.  Unlike crafting components, there were no fill orders for random weapons and armor, so I had to look up similar gear for each item and underbid whatever I found. 
 

I wasn’t trying to get rich, so I just cut whatever the lowest price was in half to quickly sell things.  By the time I finished listing the last bearded axe, I had sold a couple of things for six silvers, nearly replacing the money I had given the waifish bunny girl.
 

I then followed a rhythmic hammering sound to the nearest blacksmith. A truly massive blue troll sweated under the awning of his open-air smithy.  I watched the burly man pound a metal billet, drawing it out before plunging it back into forge.  A younger troll began pumping a bellows bringing the metal back up to forging temperature.  The blacksmith noticed me and leaned over while keeping his eye on the metal in the forge.
 

“What can I do for you, big human?” he asked.
 

“I need a kit for cleaning, sharpening, and maintaining my gear,” I said.
 

“Ha,” the big troll barked.  “Too many of you adventuring types just use your shit up without caring about the maintenance.  Give me a few minutes and I’ll put something together for you.”
 

He grabbed the billet he had been working on with a pair of tongs and pulled it out of the fire to pound on it some more. 
 

Not being in any hurry, I watched with interest.  I had never seen anything forged in person, and it looked like satisfying work.  If this whole player thing didn’t work out, then maybe I could take up blacksmithing. 
 

Having pounded the billet in the basic shape of an axeblade, the smith finally set the metal aside to cool and walked up to the counter.
 

“Well let’s have a look at your gear then,” he gruffly demanded.  I got the impression that he wasn’t being rude to me, but just had one of those gruff personalities.
 

I materialized my club and shield and placed them on the counter, causing him to raise a bushy blue eyebrow at me. Then I took out the large, curved dagger and laid it beside the other gear. Finally, I glanced at him and tapped the chitin breastplate I wore.
 

“Battlemaster?” he asked in a grunt.
 

“Yep,” I responded, automatically conversing in the laconic way of manly laborers the world over.
 

The blacksmith grunted and began gathering vials, rags, and other items from counters deeper in his shop.  Laying the items before me, he began grunting the uses of each as he set them down.
 

Two identical brown bottles thudded down.
 

“Mapseed oil for wood.  Rub it into the shield and club well, and it will keep the wood supple and repel liquids.  Has a nice finish to it, too.”
 

Thunk.  Another thick bottle hit the countertop, this one a bright purple.
 

“Gippon spleen oil.  Best thing for chitin. Will keep the shine down so you don’t glisten in the sun like an idiot. It also causes the chitin to regrow nicks and such. Expensive, but your armor Summon will thank you for it.”
 

Ka-thunk
 

“Whetstone. This side coarse, that side smooth. Know how to use it?”
 

“Yep.” I responded.
 

“Good.”
 

Clop.  A large cake of soap joined the growing list of maintenance supplies.
 

“Lye soap.  Use this to clean everything before putting any oil and such on it.”
 

Click, click.  He placed a couple of vials down more carefully than he had the larger jars.
 

“Vegetable oil.  Use it with the whetstone and coat your blade in it to prevent rust.  Take these rags for free.  People give me their old cut up cloths, and I have too many of them.” He finished by tossing a bundle of brightly colored cloth down beside the other items.
 

“Five silvers. Four and a half of which is for the Gippon spleen oil. Take it or leave it.”
 

Grimacing at the price, I placed five silvers down on the counter with my thanks and stowed all the gear in my bag. If the Army had taught me anything, it was to meticulously clean and maintain my gear. 
 

The last thing anyone wanted on the battlefield was a catastrophic weapons failure. Most of my gear also happened to be my friends and companions, so I intended to be even more diligent with their care.
 

By the time I had everything stowed, the smith was already back at work.  I headed back to the market square to find a shady spot to sit and maintain my gear while I waited for the twins to find me.
 

“Will you do me first please, Andric?” Gill asked. “I’m really nasty and would love to get clean.”
 

“Sure,” I answered. “Everyone is getting clean.”
 

Gretch cheered, and even Skryvonna muttered a thanks. 
 

I poured some water from my waterskin on a rag and worked up a lather with the big yellow bar of coarse soap, before summoning the club and beginning to remove the larger bits of dried gore from its studded head.  I had fallen into a working trance while cleaning the club when I heard a stifled moan.
 

Glancing up, I realized that I had heard the sound from my mind rather than my ears.
 

“Gill?” I asked.
 

“Oh gods, Andric, it feels so good,” Gill moaned in my thoughts. “I was trying to be quiet, but damn.”
 

“Really?” I thought, dumbfounded.
 

“It’s like having someone else wash your hair but so much more… intimate,” Gill purred, sounding languid and satisfied.
 

I glanced down at the still dirty club with a grin.
 

“Um, try to keep it down if you can this time,” I requested. “We still have a way to go before you’re done.  I’ll try to find a more private place to do this next time, but those moans are going to have an…effect on me eventually.”
 

“Ummm, I’ll try,” she answered, still sounding lazily content.  “You might want to order me to be silent if you really don’t want to hear me though.”
 

“I wanna be cleaned,” Gretch declared with a plaintive whine.
 

“I’m not ordering anything,” I thought, with an internal chuckle. “You will just have to be as good as you can. I’ll do you next, Gretch, but you all have to get clean, so I’m finishing Gill first. You wouldn’t want me to stop halfway with you, would you?”
 

I may have been on the fence about binding Gill to me, but this was harmless, and she really did have to get clean.  If she could derive pleasure from it, then I was going to use it as an opportunity to show my appreciation for her steadfast support.
 

Returning to cleaning the club with renewed vigor, I tuned out the sound of the crowd, drawing perverse pleasure at the first strangled moan that I heard. Smiling, I continued firmly scrubbing the weapon with far more sensuality than I had before.
 

Anyone watching would’ve probably thought I was insane, loving stroking the club with a dopy smile on my lips. By the time I switched rags and began working the Mapseed oil into Gill’s surface, she was audibly panting and letting out tiny little uncontrolled yips. 
 

“You ok, Gill?” I asked, still rubbing the oil into the grooves of the club.
 

“So… ok…. Never stop,” she panted, sounding like she was having an intense orgasm.
 

My eyebrows shot up. “Apparently, your barber washes hair differently than mine.”
 

“Shut…up,” she gasped back, sounding both pleased and embarrassed.
 

I dismissed the club thinking, “Well, you can walk it off now.  You’re done. Gretch’s turn.”
 

“Yaay!” Gretch exclaimed as I summoned the shield and placed it in my lap.
 

Not three minutes into scrubbing the shield, I was glad it hid my junk from the crowd.  Gretch didn’t even try to suppress her moans of pleasure as I diligently cleaned the dark banded wood of her surface. 
 

By the time I got to the Mapseed oil, she was babbling incoherently, and I was sweating profusely.  Not that cleaning the shield was difficult but maintaining my composure while a particularly loud and enthusiastic porn soundtrack played in my mind wasn’t easy. 
 

Not only could I hear Gretch’s pleasure noises, but I could feel the satisfaction and joy rolling off the sexy little goblin in waves.  I hadn’t received any sensation while cleaning Gill and was unprepared for the torrent of positive emotions Gretch poured into my head. Not that I could feel the sensations that she felt, but I could feel her satisfied emotional reactions.
 

I sat there recuperating, waiting for the swelling in my pants to go down before dismissing the shield.  Gretch had devolved into a warm puddle of happiness in my head, and it was taking time for me to come down from the unexpectedly intimate experience. 
 

Just as I’d dismissed the shield and summoned Skryvonna to my lap in armor form, I noticed two distinct bald heads weaving through the crowd.
 

“Shit.  Skryvonna, are you ok waiting a bit longer to get taken care of?”  I asked.
 

“Of course,” she snapped, sounding hurt and angry.  “I didn’t expect to receive the same treatment as the Summons that you actually like.”
 

She seemed to have a gift for making me feel like shit despite never actually giving me a reason to like her.  I was responsible for her though and didn’t want her to be unhappy despite her prickly attitude.
 

“I swear to give you an extra-long cleaning session later,” I promised.  “It’s not that I don’t want to do it now, but I see the twins coming to pick us up.”
 

“Don’t bother, I’m fine,” she snapped.
 

A fist of cold dread closed around my heart. Any man that has been in a relationship with a woman knew what those two dreaded words meant.  Apparently, the ‘I’m fine’ defense mechanism was universal and even scary scorpion women used it.  I just didn’t have the time to try to untangle whatever was going on between us right now and I knew I was going to pay for it later.
 

“There you are!” Fierg said, clapping me on the shoulder and nearly knocking me from my bench in his exuberance.
 

“You are staying with my family tonight,” he announced.  “We told my father everything.  He has agreed to give the pick of our thralls to honor our duel and as thanks for your news, and the role you played in defeating those red bastards!”
 

Bierg had followed his brothers booming voice to us and finished Fierg’s thought for him, “You must promise not to mistreat the thrall you choose, though.  We don’t abide mistreating thralls in my family.”
 

Though he informed me of this in the same cheerful bellow as his brother, I caught the serious glint in his eyes.
 

“I’m not the kind of person who’d mistreat a thrall,” I assured him.
 

“Of course not…” Fierg picked the conversation back up as his brother delivered his own greeting thump to my shoulder.  “We saw your pocket goblin take a spear for you.  No thrall would do that for a bad master!”
 

“Gretch isn’t exactly a thrall,” I tried to argue before realizing it was better to just shut up and be swept along by the exuberant duo.
 

“I’m much more than a thrall,” Gretch agreed with me happily.  “I’m more like a…bound wife.”
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Gretch’s declaration of wifedom stunned me.  I had sworn off ever getting married again after my divorce, ending every subsequent relationship as soon as the girl started dropping engagement hints. 
 

Figuring that nothing was worth the pain and financial loss of another divorce, I had armored my heart and started rationalizing marriage as a religious and social construct I wanted no part of.  I may have eventually given in, had I lived long enough, but dating the parade of girls I had met online and at bars had so far failed to produce a woman I would even consider spending the rest of my life with.
 

“You’re not married like that, Andric.” Gill thought, interrupting my introspection.
 

“I’m sorry, Chief,” Gretch thought, sounding miserable.  I even felt a dark little rain cloud around the part of my consciousness I considered her abode.  “You never even thought about your former wife before.  I didn’t know you didn’t want to be married.  I won’t say that again.
 

Gill surprised me by laughing.  Nothing about the conversation struck me as funny.
 

“Andric, snap out of it.  This isn’t Earth, and Gretch certainly is not the nagging shrew of a fishwife you are imagining. Gretch is your bound wife by virtue of being bound to your will.  By mating with her, you bound yourself to her as well.  You are thinking of all kinds of monogamous relationships bound by the rules and customs of your old society.  All she meant by ‘wife’ is that you two are inextricably bound until death.”
 

“I see,” I thought slowly while processing her words. 
 

I had considered the permanence of bonding, but mostly from Gill’s perspective, while debating with myself whether to respond to her advances. Considering the ramifications of bonding with Gretch for life was a little scary, but I found I didn’t mind the idea.  The saucy little goblin was fun to be around and fiercely supportive.  I could do much worse for a wife.
 

“It’s fine, Gretch,” I thought to her. “Consider us married.” 
 

“Thanks, Chief,” she said happily, “I’ll be the best first wife ever.”
 

“First wife?” I asked, surprised.
 

“Why so quiet, human?” Bierg’s loud voice startled me from my internal conversation.  “We aren’t leading you to your execution…though it was a near thing.”
 

The twins shared a chuckle at the non-humorous statement.
 

“Wait, what?” I spluttered.  “How was it a near thing?” 
 

The change in topic nearly gave me mental whiplash.
 

“Well,” Fierg said. “I’ll let father explain, but we had to argue pretty hard in your favor to spare you an inglorious execution.”
 

“It’s all fine now,” Bierg explained, still chuckling at my reaction.  “Nothing to worry about.  You will be safe in Rathfuerg for the foreseeable future.”
 

I decided that they had to be pulling my leg and answered Bierg’s first question.
 

“I was talking to my bonds.  Communication gets downright complicated when half of the people in the conversation reside in one’s head,” I explained.
 

“Tell your pocket goblin we said hi,” Fierg said with a tusky smile.
 

“Her name is Gretch,” I chuckled. ”And she can hear you just fine.”
 

Gretch suddenly appeared beside me and snatched my hand in both of hers while grinning up at the towering trolls. 
 

“Hello again, trolls,” she said with a big grin.
 

Pulling me to a stop, she leaped up and wrapped her legs around my waist before kissing me passionately.  Helpless to resist and confused on how she was able to materialize again when she had used up her minute already, I just hit pause on my thoughts and kissed her back for all I was worth.
 

Abruptly, Gretch disappeared.  Leaving me, legs splayed, holding nothing and looking ridiculous in the center of the path.
 

I took the booming laughter and requisite jeers in stride as we started moving down the road again. Just as the laughter trailed off, Fierg jumped into the center of the road, grabbed the air, closed his eyes, and wagged his tongue around.  Even I had to laugh at the massive troll’s juvenile antics.
 

“Yea, I looked like an idiot, but you’re just jealous you don’t have a pocket goblin of your own.  It’s ok to admit it,” I said as he straightened up, laughing some more.
 

“Maybe just a little,” he rumbled.  “Though I would need a pocket orc, I think.”
 

Chuckling at that, I couldn’t help but agree. 
 

Though composed of the same modest stone and thatch construction as that which dominated the town’s architecture, the twin’s family holdings seemed to be an entirely separate little village, just a few miles outside of the town proper.
 

The longhouse sat surrounded by smaller outbuildings, workshops, and cottages that supported the family community. A palisade wall enclosed the entire compound and I spied sentries in the little look out towers set at each cardinal direction.
 

No one said anything to us as the twins led me into the longhouse to a massive dining room and introduced me to their father, Jorgan Brandr.  The stately old troll was bald like his sons but sported an elaborately braided purple beard and wore a thick grey robe decorated with blue geometric patterns.
 

“Father,” Bierg said. “It is my pleasure to introduce Mr. Andric…” he paused, fishing for my surname.
 

“Graven,” I supplied.
 

“Andric,” Fierg said. “This is our father and council elder, Jorgan Brandr.”
 

If the twins were tornadoes, their father was the sudden pregnant silence between a near-miss lightning strike and the inevitable deafening boom of the coming thunder.
 

“Have a seat, Mr. Graven,” Jorgan invited after the twins completed their introductions.
 

I sat at the heavy wooden table admiring the complicated knotwork worked into its shining surface.
 

“We were just explaining how he narrowly escaped a death sentence from the council, father,” Fierg said.
 

“I thought you were joking,” I said.
 

“Human players are often killed out of hand in Erif,” Jorgan explained with his rockslide of a voice.  “You are lucky to have met my sons and skillful to have defeated Fierg in a thrall’s duel.  I suspect that he took a liking to you and decided to save your life by making you a thrall, though I would have killed you if he had been successful.”
 

“What an asshole!” Gretch exclaimed, and in that moment I was glad she was confined to my thoughts, unable to provoke the venerable troll patriarch.
 

“Silence, nitwit,” Skryvonna interjected. “Now is not the time to distract Andric.  Jorgan is clearly a very high-level leader and none of us will survive if you distract our summoner at the wrong moment, and he causes offense.”
 

Apparently, having taken my silence while distracted by the girls as an invitation to continue, Jorgan did so. “I am glad that you prevailed against my most impetuous son.  Killing a thrall would have brought me great dishonor, but everyone knows…” He turned an angry glare toward Fierg before continuing. “…players, especially Earth human players, make treacherous thralls.”
 

Fierg spread his hands with a guilty shrug that looked out of place on the massive troll. “I’m sorry, father. I didn’t realize that I could have brought dishonor on our house. I thought it would boost our honor to have a human thrall.  I did not think about the complications.”
 

“Why, exactly, do we make such poor thralls?” I asked, glad for the reputation of being poor slaves, but confused by it as well.
 

“Of all the races that become players,” Jorgan rumbled, “Earth humans are the most insane, the most reckless.  Your people have historically wiped-out entire civilizations for the sole purpose of gaining experience and levels.” The grizzled troll snorted like a bull before continuing.  “The races from Tournion do not treat reincarnating as a player much different from their first life.  They still see other people, as people.  The wickedest of Tournion’s people will still stop short of the atrocities that Earth humans regularly commit without blinking an eye.  We see you as the most ruthless and heartless race in the planes.”
 

I guessed at how that happened.  People, gamers most likely, had died, lost their shit, and decided that all the denizens of Tournion were NPC’s and done what gamers do.  Every gamer has at one time or another saved a game and taken out all the townspeople just to see what would happen. 
 

In Tournion, one couldn’t jump back to the save point and resurrect all the innocents that they’d murdered, but they probably would get a massive exp boost and limited consequences if the town were lightly defended enough.  That would encourage them to try again on a larger and larger scale as they advanced in power.
 

I nodded my head. “I can see how that could happen. I imagine that not all, or even most Earth Humans are like that, though?”
 

Jorgan grunted. “Most are killed at a low level these days. No one wants to risk one of your kind killing their loved ones in their sleep.”
 

“I see,” I said slowly.  “You did say that you would have killed me if I had become a thrall.  I hope that’s not still the plan. I’d hate to make the twins into orphans.”
 

Jorgan bellowed laughter. “I do like you, human. My sons said I would, but I did not believe them.”
 

Settling down, he continued, “No, I would be a poor host to invite you to my table only to cut your throat.  You have given us much important information and helped end some Red Raiders.  Somehow, you have even managed to befriend the dungeon dwelling kobolds.  No, you have nothing to fear under my roof, young Andric.  Though, we may ask you to help with the Swarm if they can be found.”
 

“Gladly,” I said with a shudder.  “I hate those things.  I’m also…fond of the dungeon kobolds, and they seem to be in danger if the Swarm ever seriously invades.”
 

Jorgan cut loose with his bellowing laughter again, this time joined by his sons. Not seeing what was so funny, I just waited for them to finish.
 

“You are strange human.” Jorgan said, wiping a tear from his eye. “Fond of the dungeon kobolds indeed!  They won’t even talk to us, and we’ve been sending our young there to gain experience and levels for nearly twenty years.”
 

“Um, just a guess,” I speculated. “But maybe that’s why they won’t talk to you.” 
 

This set off another round of deafening laughter, and Jorgan bellowed, “Bring in the food and mead.”
 

I caught my breath as three females entered the room bearing platers and pitchers.  Two of the serving girls had to be elves; beautiful, slender, golden haired and pointy eared.  They checked all the boxes. 
 

The third woman was a painfully voluptuous troll, but unlike any troll I had seen before she had dusky purple skin and her hair was layered red and blue, rather than the universally purple hair, the rest of the trolls had.
 

Though the elven women possessed an ethereal beauty, they reminded me of the cheerleader type for some reason.  The kind of high maintenance woman that was beautiful to look at but difficult to deal with.  They kept their heads high and eyes averted as they served the table.
 

The purple troll, on the other hand, smiled broadly at me and made eye contact as she placed a steaming platter before me, drawing an answering grin from me in return.
 

As the servers left the room, I realized my hosts were watching me watch the women leave, and I shrugged apologetically.
 

“I am new to this world,” I explained. “Just seeing the many types of people here fills me with wonder. The only sapient race on Earth is humans.  Well, I maintain that dogs are sapient also, but it’s not a widely held belief.”
 

I felt a brief pang of sadness for Major, my silly little brindle pit-bull I had left behind.  He was great friends with my brother’s collie, though, and I didn’t doubt that my brother had taken him in after my untimely demise.
 

“Are dogs truly sapient on your world, human?” Bierg asked through a mouthful of food.
 

“No,” I answered. “Not really.  Just a jest.  I guess the joke loses some of its humor when the audience is from a different world.  I just like dogs more than people most of the time.”
 

Bierg perked up at this. “I am an admirer of the hounds myself, Andric.  In the morning, I will take you to the kennels.  I breed hunting and war hounds.”
 

“I’d be happy to meet them,” I said with a grin.
 

“You can scratch my ears any time,” Gill interrupted with a giggle.
 

“Don’t be surprised if I take you up on that,” I replied, having had the impulse to do just that on more than one occasion.
 

“How does the Battlemaster class work? If you don’t mind sharing?” Jorgan asked, his keen eyes on me. “Only players can take that class and very few do.”
 

I explained how it worked to an attentive audience without going into detail on the finer points of bonding.
 

“So, you always have three women in your head?” Bierg asked with a dramatic shudder.
 

“It’s not that bad,” I insisted, defending my friends.  “They mostly don’t distract me if I’m fighting or having a serious conversation.”
 

“I’d like to meet them,” Jorgan said. “Is it possible?”
 

“I don’t think…” I began but got cut off as Gretch popped into being beside my chair.
 

She curtsied in a way that would have been very ladylike if she hadn’t been wearing only belts and a loincloth.  Now that I was paying attention, I noticed she had stripped down to the bare minimum of belts required to preserve the tiniest sliver of modesty.
 

“It is very nice to meet you, Mister Brandr,” she chirped before vanishing again.
 

The twins got a good laugh at their father’s surprised expression.
 

“Apparently, something has extended the amount of time she is allowed to manifest,” I explained with a chuckle of my own.  “That was Gretch. She is apparently my first wife.
 

“You…married a goblin?” Jorgan asked.  “Not to be indelicate, but they aren’t known to be…faithful.”
 

I was truly enjoying seeing the dignified old troll flustered by my new wife’s antics.  If she could dumbfound Jorgan, then I guess it was ok she could fluster me as well.
 

“That’s what I hear, but I don’t really have to worry about that. She’s bound to me and me alone.”
 

“Um, Chief?” Gretch asked.  “You wouldn’t mind if I played with your other wives…when you take them, I mean…would you?”
 

I did a spit take with the mug of mead that I had been sipping.
 

“We’ll talk later,” I thought.
 

“Sorry if my questions caused you any problems,” Jorgan apologized.  “I think we have pried enough. Thank you for entertaining an old man’s curiosity.  Please tell your lovely wife it was very nice to meet her.”
 

I didn’t bother explaining that she could hear him just fine.
 

“Well, there is only one more subject I would like to discuss before we let you retire for the night,” Jorgan stated.  “Let’s talk thralls.”
 

“More than happy to change the subject,” I said.
 

“You are within your rights to choose any thrall belonging to the household, but I wonder if you would do us a personal favor.”
 

“I’m listening,” I replied.
 

“First, might I ask, do you intend to leave Erif soon?” Jorgan asked.
 

“I hadn’t really considered it,” I answered, thinking about it.  “If what I understand about how levels work is correct, I suppose that I will be moving on when I out-level the area.”
 

“The purple troll that served you at dinner,” Jorgan began. “Her name is Purple, by the way.  She is the unfortunate offspring of Red and Blue parents.  Tragic story really, but her parents eloped together.  No idea how they met or managed to fall in love. Anyway, they were killed by the Reds, and she was enthralled to them.  My sons, in turn, killed her masters and took possession of her.  The problem is, she is very much scorned by both peoples.  We keep her confined in the compound for her own safety.  If you would be willing to take her as your prize, she would be much happier anywhere but here.”
 

I struggled with the definition of thralls in this world.  I’d assumed that they were slaves, but the concern on Jorgan’s face, and the bunny-girl’s story from earlier had me questioning exactly how the whole thrall thing worked. 
 

In the end, I guessed it did not matter much.  I would be freeing whoever I took from the household regardless.  If I could take Purple somewhere that she liked first, so much the better.
 

“I could do that,” I answered. “But I would like a favor in return.”
 

“Let’s hear it,” Jorgan grumbled.
 

“I met a bunny girl prostitute named Elyria today.” Jorgan raised a judgmental eyebrow, and I threw up a hand to stall his questions. “Not like that.  I just sat across from her while eating lunch and learned some of her story.  She used to be a thrall.  She can cook and clean but has no other skills…besides bedroom skills, I suppose.  Anyway, she is looking for a respectable job, and I said I’d try to help her out.”
 

By the time I finished my explanation, Jorgan was shaking his head with a sad expression. “I know of this lepun, or bunny girl as you describe her.  We do not hire household help here in Erif.  We take thralls.  I could not go against custom and offer her a job in the household.”
 

“Elyria is further disgraced by not dying with her owners.  I know it sounds harsh, lad, but that is our way.  No one will take her as a thrall now.  Maybe if she had a particularly useful skill, a lesser house would overlook her transgressions. As it stands, she is destined to remain an outcast as long as she remains in Erif.”
 

None of that made any sense to me, but I could see that the old troll was not going to budge on this point, so I dropped the subject.  “Ah well, it was worth a try.  I’ll help her some other way if I can.”
 

“If you want to woo the girl, a few coppers would do it,” Fierg spoke up with a halfhearted chuckle.
 

I shook my head. “Nah, that’s not it.  I just feel like helping her, especially now that I know her story is true and not just her pitch to fleece travelers.”
 

Clapping my hands together, I shook off the slight funk that tinged my mood. “Anyway, I’d be happy to take Purple, regardless.”
 

“Oh, thank you, master Andric,” Purple exclaimed, coming from the doorway where she had obviously been eavesdropping.
 

“Purple,” groaned Jorgan, dropping his head into his hands.  “What have I told you about listening at doorways?”
 

“I’m so sorry, master Jorgan,” she said, not looking at all contrite.  “I heard my name while passing so stopped to hear what my fate would be.  I’m so excited to see more of the world, master Andric. Thank you, Thank you!”
 

The beaming troll woman was bouncing in place by the time she finished speaking.  Even though she was modestly dressed in a sensible blue tunic, it was obvious that she was particularly well endowed for a troll.  Where most troll women I’d seen were wiry and fit, Purple was softer and far curvier.  Not plump by any means but lacking the hard angles to her face and ropey muscles in her arms.
 

“Wow, she has huge tits!” Gretch exclaimed in my head.
 

“She is a very beautiful troll,” Gill agreed.
 

Skryvonna, apparently, did not have an opinion.
 

“It’s nice to meet you, Purple,” I said, ignoring my companions’ appraisals of the girl.
 

“It’s fantastic to meet you too, master Andric,” she replied, with a deep curtsy.  Are you really going to take me far from here where my skin color doesn’t matter to anyone?”
 

“Five coppers says she tries to get in the Chief’s pants before the end of the night,” Gretch crowed.
 

“You don’t have any money,” Skryvonna groused, finally breaking her sullen silence.
 

“Purple,” Fierg grumbled. “If you annoy him too much before we shift the bond, he’s going to change his mind and leave you here.” Though his words were harsh, Fierg’s tone was that of an embarrassed brother scolding his little sister.
 

“It’s fine,” I said with a dismissive wave of my hand. “Yes Purple, we will eventually leave this land for parts unknown.  I don’t know when that will be, though, so don’t get too excited.”
 

Before she could respond, Bierg stood and advanced on me, pulling a small knife. I glanced at him in confusion, preparing to summon Gill and Gretch, but he noticed my look and grinned.
 

“Thought I would go ahead and transfer the thrall bond,” he explained. “It takes a bit of blood.”
 

“All right,” I said, slowly relaxing as Bierg sat in the chair beside me and pulled a small scroll from thin air. 
 

He smoothed the little scroll out on the table, explaining that it was Purple’s contract.  I was interested to note that it spelled out that the owner was magically barred from touching or harming her in any way without her permission.  She had to obey any reasonable commands by the owner and was likewise magically barred from causing the owner harm.  All in all, it was a far more civilized contract than I expected. Granted, I didn’t expect there to be a contract at all.
 

Bierg nicked his thumb with the little knife and pressed it to a transfer line on the contract before handing me the knife and indicating where I should make my mark. 
 

Once I had put a drop of blood in the required spot, the little contract vanished.
 

“Just think about having it in your hand if you need the contract for anything,” Bierg said, seeing my confused expression.  “There is a clause that you cannot sell her to anyone she doesn’t approve of, so don’t try.”
 

“Well, Purple,” I said looking up at the happy troll. “Welcome to the family.”









11   splish splash



Night had fallen sometime during dinner and the compound looked even more picturesque, oil lanterns twinkling along the crushed shale pathways.  Stopping on the porch of the main house as I exited, I felt an odd giddiness in my chest as I breathed the crisp night air of this fantastical world and surveyed the tidy grounds.  Here and there, a blue troll could be seen watching over the palisade wall.  Letting the realization that I was a guest to a family of proud troll Vikings wash over me, I couldn’t help but chuckle quietly.
 

“What’s so funny, master?” Purple asked, reminding me that the distant trolls on the wall were not the most fantastical thing in the immediate vicinity.
 

Turning to my new thrall, I took a moment to really examine her.  Her tusks were much more pronounced than the single delicate tooth that defined Gretchs’ quirky underbite, but somehow, they only added to the buxom troll’s surreal beauty. 
 

Even without the tusks, she would not have looked human with her high cheekbones being a little too pronounced and her graceful jaw being too wide.  There was a bit of softness to her face that was absent in the other female trolls that I had seen so far, though. 
 

Well, the bright pink eyes, purple skin, and six-foot height would have given her inhuman nature away anyway, but I was rapidly becoming adjusted to skin colors that were wildly outside of the norm.
 

“What?” she asked with a nervous chuckle.
 

“Nothing, really,” I responded, breaking off my inspection. “I’m new to this world as you probably overheard during dinner.  Just taking it all in.”
 

“Have you ever been bathed by a water nymph?” Purple asked suddenly, eyes widening with excitement.
 

“Never even dreamed of it,” I answered, laughing again.
 

Purple, apparently infected by my giddiness, giggled a surprisingly girlish giggle and grabbed my hand.
 

“I can’t wait to see your face,” she declared, hustling me to a building in the corner of the compound.
 

“This is your house while you are a guest here,” she explained, producing a key from somewhere in her heavy blue robe and pressing it into my hand.
 

Entering the cabin, I found a spartan, but clean, single room living space with two beds, table and chairs, kitchen area and a large copper tub dominating one corner. Purple, still giggling like a schoolgirl, rushed over to the empty tub and kneel beside it.
 

“Tilly,” she cooed over the tub. “I’ve brought you a guest.”
 

I watched in confusion, wondering where the water was supposed to come from and who Tilly was. A soft gurgle came from the bottom of the tub followed by a torrent of water that shot up from somewhere in its depths. The water cascaded high into the air but never crashed back down, instead forming itself into the shape of a very curvy woman.
 

“Oh, a human,” the anthropomorphic water column exclaimed in a burbling voice. “Thank you so much, Purple.  Human, are you planning on bathing with your clothes on?”
 

“I’ll help you disrobe, master,” Purple gushed, standing smoothly, and closing the distance between us before I could even begin to process the sight of the living water before me.
 

She would have very likely had me naked before I could think to stop her, but my chitin armor stymied her attempt to disrobe me long enough for me to gather my senses.
 

“Um, master,” she said, wrinkling her nose and picking a bit of dried gore from my breastplate between her thumb and forefinger and holding it at arm’s length. “Would you like me to clean your armor while you bathe?”
 

“No, thank you,” I responded, still distracted by the water person watching me from the tub.  “I promised Skryvonna to wash her myself.”
 

“Skryvonna? You named your armor?” Purple asked, arching a quizzical red and blue eyebrow.
 

“No, no,” I said, finally meeting her amused pink eyes.  “Skryvonna is a drider and also my armor. I’m a battlemaster.”
 

“What does that mean?” she asked, interest replacing amusement.
 

After a brief explanation of my class, Purple became introspective and turned to Tilly.  “Obviously, my master has to attend to his Summons before he can bathe himself.  You can go if you need to, and I will call you back when he is ready.”
 

“I would rather stay if that is ok,” the water woman said.
 

Purple looked over her shoulder for my permission. I just shrugged and pulled out a chair.
 

She busied herself lighting lamps and closed the open doorway that had been the only source of light.  While waiting, I dug maintenance supplies out of my backpack and placed them on the table.
 

“I guess I get a perfunctory cleaning now so that you can go play with the water nymph,” Skryvonna groused. 
 

I didn’t respond but silently vowed to polish her until her brain melted, even if it cost me a chance to bathe with a water nymph.
 

“Would you mind bringing that lamp over here?” I asked Purple.
 

“Of course, Master,” she responded with a smile, placing the lantern on the table and pulling up a chair across from me.  “I must confess that I have never learned to properly care for armor.  Would you mind if I watch so that I can do the task if necessary?”
 

“Not at all,” I said, dematerializing the armor from my chest and into my lap.
 

“Oh God’s,” Purple exclaimed.  “What happened to your shirt?
 

“Ah, forgot about that,” I muttered, feeling my cheeks heat.  “Training accident.”
 

“Heh, if that was training, Chief, I’ll be your student any day.” Gretch laughed.
 

“I think I need training as well,” Gill said, surprising me with the depth of feeling in the statement. 
 

Maybe I should just give her what she wanted.  It wasn’t as if I didn’t want to anyway…
 

I shook my head to clear it.  Skryvonna was my mission, and I had to focus.  This cabin was far too small for five monster girls, even if most of them were in my head.
 

As I started to lather up a rag, Tilly spoke. “If you just need to get her clean, give her to me, and I’ll have her shining in no time.”
 

“Is that ok with you?” I asked Skryvonna.
 

“Figures you would take the easy way out.  Go ahead and give me to the nymph and save yourself the trouble, human.”
 

I just smirked and closed off my thoughts to hide my true intentions as I carried the breastplate to the tub.  I still intended to polish her into nirvana, but if Tilly could get the cleaning out of the way quickly then I would let her.
 

“Do I just put it in the tub?” I asked trying not to stare at Tilly’s very detailed female body. 
 

Why would a water construct need a vagina?
 

Tilly stretched out her arms and took the breastplate from me and pulled it to her perfect breasts, then into her torso.  Before I could comment on this startling development, Tilly collapsed into the tub taking Skryvonna with her.
 

I watched in fascination as the living water swirled over and through the armor at a high rate of speed.  As gore and dried blood were blasted away from the breastplate, the detritus was separated from the water and down the drain.  Within minutes the naked nymph had reformed and was holding the armor out to me with a smile.
 

I took it and offered my thanks at the impressive display.  Before sitting, I peeled off my shredded shirt then tossed it aside.
 

“Not bad for a human,” Purple remarked, pink eyes glimmering in the lamplight.
 

“Thanks, I think,” I said while sitting and pulling the stopper from one of the bottles of gippon spleen oil.  The liquid had a slightly pungent, but not unpleasant, smell. 
 

“That nymph really did a number on Skryvonna,” Gretch thought-whispered conspiratorially. “She’s hiding it from you, but she is positively panting in here.”
 

“Thanks,” I thought back to Gretch only. “I’m planning on polishing the shit out of her.  Let me know how she is doing, ok?”
 

“Sure thing, Chief. This is going to be great!”
 

I let my surroundings fade as I worked myself into a cleaning fugue, focused on polishing each individual inch of armor into matte perfection.
 

Some indeterminate amount of time had passed before Gretch reported, ”She’s coming undone, Chief. I don’t know how much more she can take.” Rather than sounding concerned, Gretch’s mental voice was full of almost macabre levels of evil glee.  “Don’t stop until she begs!”
 

I kept polishing.  After I had meticulously gone over every inch from top to bottom and front to back, I started over where I had begun.
 

“That is sufficient, human,” Skryvonna burst out before I could touch the rag to my starting point again. 
 

She was trying for her normal imperious tone of disappointment, but I could hear the quiver in her mental voice.
 

“No, Skryvonna,” I thought seriously. “I want you to understand that I value you and never intended to slight you by making you wait.  I’m going to polish your entire surface at least one more time.”
 

“Don’t be silly,” she said. “You’d just be wasting oil at this point.”
 

“I can always buy more,” I replied with a smile.  “You’re definitely worth the price.”
 

As I was laying on the compliments, I realized something that had escaped me earlier.  During the fight with the red trolls, she had shot one in the neck with a poison dart, and probably saved my life. 
 

I’d been so distraught over Gretch, and so busy afterword, that I hadn’t even had time to begin processing the fight.  I didn’t want to think about the things I had done after Gretch’s death, but I clearly remembered the bulging eyes and purple face of the troll that had been closing in for the kill. 
 

“Besides, you saved my life.  The least I can do is make sure you are as well polished as I can get you.”
 

“Didn’t...think…you noticed.” Skryvonna said tightly, struggling to not pant now. 
 

I just grinned and polished harder, my plan coming to fruition.  I had started out feeling a touch malicious, but after realizing her contribution to my continued existence, I really did want to reward the prickly scorpion woman.
 

“Does it normally take this long to polish it properly?” Purple asked, snapping me out of my internal thoughts.
 

I grinned at her.  “Probably not, but Skryvonna saved my life earlier.  I’m trying to go a little way toward repaying that kindness.”
 

Purple’s eyes widened adorably, and her mouth went as far into an O of surprise as her tusks would allow.  “How did she save your life?”
 

“She has the ability to launch poisoned thorns at my enemies.  I can control it if I want but had honestly forgotten about the ability.  A red troll was seconds away from killing me when she shot him and saved my life.” I may have been laying it on a little thick, but my explanation was more for Skryvonna’s benefit than Purple’s.
 

“I am glad that you reward your thralls for good service,” Purple said with a content smile.
 

“They aren’t my thrall’s,” I said with a chuckle.  “I apparently married my shield this afternoon, and I’ll probably marry my club before nightfall tomorrow.”
 

Yep, I was officially losing my mind.
 

“Really, Alpha,” Gill gushed.  “You will really bind me to you?”
 

“If you’re sure that’s what you want,” I said.  “What’s this Alpha business?”
 

“You will be my Alpha if you bind me.  I can’t really be your Alpha in this situation.”
 

Purple’s eyes were as big as dinner plates. “You married your Summons?”
 

“I mean, not formerly, but pretty much, yeah,” I answered with a chuckle at how ridiculous it sounded when said aloud. 
 

I had only known the women for a day or two, but we were linked for life regardless.  I would never trade them in and send them to the void, so I figured I might as well make it official for Gill and give her the security she wanted.
 

“Please,” Skryvonna panted, her accent thickening. “I am as polished as I’m going to get.”
 

I glanced down and realized that I had finished the front again while talking. “Nope, I have to get your back one more time before you are finished.”
 

“That’s really not nec..” She broke off as I started polishing again with renewed vigor.
 

“Um,” Purple interrupted my thoughts again. “What do your Summons think about me?”
 

“Gretch thinks you have huge tits,” my mouth said before my brain could intervene.  Switching from mental to vocal discourse had its drawbacks. “I mean, she thinks you are very pretty, and so does Gill.” I spoke rapidly trying to cover my gaff.
 

Purple slid her hands over her massive breasts with a thoughtful expression on her otherworldly face. 
 

“Tell them I said thanks,” she responded after a few more seconds of absently fondling herself.
 

Skryvonna chose that moment to release a loud and very sexy moan into my brain. The combination of the troll fondling her own breasts and Skryvonna’s husky moan caused my pants to rapidly tighten.  I closed my eyes and focused on polishing the carapace armor.
 

“She’s going insane, Chief,” Gretch reported gleefully. “I wish you could see her writhing around.  It’s so fucking hot.”
 

Another throaty moan escaped Skryvonna, and I began to wonder who was torturing whom.  Sure, I was directly causing Skryvonna pleasure, but her moans combined with Gretch’s play-by-play and the curious gaze of the beautiful troll in front of me all combined to form a powerfully erotic atmosphere.
 

“Hmmmm,” burbled a liquid voice drew my attention to the tub where Tilly was perched on the edge watching me.  “You are so aroused human.  Would you like to take your bath now?”
 

As she invited me, the water nymph stretched her human form to display her perfect body to best effect.
 

“Wait, what?” I asked dumbfounded.
 

Purple laughed throatily, “Nymphs thrive off the essence of men. They can live without it, but well…they are called nymphs for a reason.”
 

“I thought they lured men to their deaths.” I said, struggling to organize coherent thoughts through the ridiculous amount of sexual tension.
 

“They often do in the wild,” Purple answered easily. “Tilly is enthralled to house Brandr though.  She is contractually bound not to hurt any of the clan or their guests, so you are perfectly safe.
 

“That is enough, Andric.” Skryvonna panted, sounding both out of breath and a little angry.
 

Not wanting to give the drider any more reason to hate me, I stopped polishing immediately and set the armor on the table.
 

“Ready for your bath now, human?” Tilly’s seductive voice floated over from the tub.
 

“I suppose,” I answered, unsure about how to proceed.  If I disrobed now, my throbbing erection would be fully on display.
 

“I’ll finish getting you undressed,” Purple said with obvious enthusiasm.
 

“That’s ok, I’ve got it,” I said, trying to will my hard-on away.
“Just let the girl do her job,” Gill said with amusement. “She will think you are slighting her if you don’t.”
 

“I insist, Master,” Purple said, grinning ear to ear through her ivory tusks.
 

I stared up at the thatch ceiling and surrendered.
 

“Fine,” I said. “But you should know my bonds have been… provoking me.”
 

“What do you mean?” Purple asked while kneeling to undo my belt. 
 

Looking down at her and getting an eyeful of smooth purple cleavage, I gave up on any hope that my raging boner was going anywhere soon.
 

“Oh my,” she gasped when she got my pants open, and my manhood sprung free. 
 

To my relief and disappointment, she did not comment any further and got my pants off in a business-like manner. 
 

Finally nude, I turned towards the tub where Tilly waited for me.  Feeling sheepish about my erection leading the way, I advanced to the edge of the tub and stopped, unsure about what I was supposed to do next. 
 

Tilly opened her arms and smiled widely.  “Come on in human.  I promise to be gentle.”
 

Rapidly losing my inhibitions, I stepped into Tilly’s liquid embrace.  To my surprise, her skin did not lose any of its viscosity when I enfolded her into my arms.  It felt as if I were holding a warm, wet, and very naked woman.
 

“Just lie back in the tub,” she whispered into my ear.  “Let Tilly take care of everything.”
 

I complied, releasing her, and laying in the huge copper tub which I noticed was half full of warm water. This position gave me a fantastic view of Tilly’s naked and semitransparent form before she collapsed on top of me.  She did not lie down on me so much as flow over me. 
 

I felt her warm, slick body against mine as the water began to circulate around me.  Her firm breasts rubbed against my chest as hands began to massage my shoulders. 
 

I groaned at the feel of warm water and strong hands easing my tension and allowed my eyes to drift closed.  Another pair of hands began massaging my thighs. 
 

I snapped my eyes open, expecting to see Gretch or Purple kneeling at the tub, but Purple was standing above me grinning down, much too far away to reach me. Then another pair of hands began massaging my lower back.
 

“Relax, human,” Tilly whispered in my ear. “I’ve got you, don’t worry.”
 

Relaxing into the dizzying sensation, I felt more and more delicate but strong hands kneed my muscles from the water.  Some part of me noted that I was not lying on the copper tub but suspended and fully encased in the warm water. 
 

The sensation of Tilly squirming on top of me never completely vanished despite the sensation of hands massaging where she was perched on top of me. Neither the ghostly water hands or any part of Tilly’s body had touched my rock-hard penis though, and I slowly sank into a massaged bliss, all the extreme tension of the day leaving my body.
 

That is when the first hot kiss landed on my collarbone. I opened my eyes to see Tilly’s smiling face above me.
 

“Just relax,” she cooed as she began kissing and licking down my torso, her head merging with the water as she went lower.
 

Then I felt another soft mouth on my neck, and another licking up my side.  The sensation of multiple pairs of firm breasts slid up my legs and back as the kissing and licking mouths multiplied.
 

“We want you to get all clean,” Tilly’s voice whispered from somewhere as another fantom mouth engulfed my cock. 
 

Having not been touched there this entire time, the sensation of a mouth completely swallowing me nearly caused me to cum immediately. Not wanting the amazing sensations to end, I willed myself back from the precipice.
 

“Do not hold back,” Tilly whispered, and the sensation of mouth and throat began to rotate around my erection in a way that would be physically impossibly for any person of flesh and blood to replicate. 
 

Additional phantom mouths licked up my inner thighs and enclosed my balls.  It was too much. 
 

I orgasmed with more intensity than I ever thought possible.  Hot ropes of seed slammed out of my body and into the greedy throat around my shaft. My consciousness receded to a tiny point of hazy light.
 

As I slowly became aware of my surroundings again, I noticed I was completely dry, and my head was in Tilly’s lap.  She languidly stroked my chest and hummed with contentment when I met her eyes.
 

“Thank you, human,” she murmured with a little smile.
 

“Um, thank you, water nymph,” I responded sleepily.
 

“Here, Master,” Purple’s voice said from above me. “Let me help you into bed.”
 

I had completely forgotten about Purple or anything else under Tilly’s ministrations and was startled to full wakefulness by her voice.  Purple grasped my hand and easily lifted me to my feet, surprising me with her strength.
 

“Thanks,” I said with a guilty grin as I headed for the bed. 
 

Not having any clean clothes, I just climbed under the covers nude. 
 

Glancing over at Purple, I was surprised to see her lifting her blue robe over her head revealing a silky white shift beneath. I noticed that she was softer than other trolls.  Her stomach was slightly convex beneath her huge breasts and her hips flared out generously from her waist.
 

“What are you doing?” I asked, careful to keep my voice neutral.
 

“Going to bed, master,” she answered with a grin.  “Unless you needed something else from me.
 

“Oh,” I said. “I didn’t realize you would be sleeping in the same cabin.”
 

“Where else would I sleep?” She giggled. “You own me now. I can’t very well sleep in the barracks with the rest of the Brandr female thralls.  I’m your responsibility now.”
 

“We’ll talk more about that tomorrow,” I said through a yawn. 
 

“Of course, master,” Purple replied while climbing into the other bed.  “Good night.”
 

“Good night, Purple,” I murmured.
 

Like most modern people, I routinely poked around on my phone before going to sleep despite the common wisdom advising otherwise.  Not having a phone, I summoned my light slate as a substitute and opened the experience tab.
 

Experience: 5655
 

What the hell! I thought.
 

Opening the experience menu, I saw several quests that I did not remember accepting, much less completing, so I opened the quest log.
 

Hidden Quest: The Dungeon of Kobold Delight III
 

Find a way to protect the Dungeon of Kobold Delight from further swarm incursions.
 

This quest has been automatically accepted due to you opening a dialogue between the Dungeon of Kobold Delight and the Blue Trolls of Erif.
 

Quest Complete: You have convinced the Blue Trolls of Erif to actively protect the Dungeon of Kobold Delight from further Swarm incursions.
 

Rewards:
 

2000 exp, 2 soul gems
 

Quest: Enemy at the Gates
 

You have discovered that there is a party of Blue Trolls waiting for you outside the dungeon.
 

Kill the Blue Trolls or find a Way to befriend them.
 

This quest has been automatically accepted due to you leaving the safety of the dungeon while the trolls are still present outside.
 

Quest Complete: You have befriended the troll dungeon party.
 

Rewards:
 

1000 exp, 1 soul gem
 

Bonus Reward:
 

For befriending the Blue Trolls without killing anyone: 1 thrall
 

Quest: Red VS Blue
 

You have sighted a raiding party of Red Trolls from Ceidon
 

Help the Blue Trolls repel the attackers or help the Red Trolls defeat the defenders.
 

This quest has been automatically accepted due to combat initiating between the parties in your presence.
 

Quest Complete: You successfully helped the Red Trolls defeat the raiding party.
 

Reward: 1500 exp, 1 soul gem
 

Bonus Reward: For singlehandedly defeating two or more opponents you receive increased influence with the Red Trolls of Ceidon, 500 bonus exp.
 

Quest: Saving the Bunny
 

You have met and heard the story of a Lepun woman who has been forced into prostitution to provide for herself. 
 

Find a way to help the prostitute out of her situation.
 

Do you accept this quest? _
 

Rewards 500 exp, 1 soul gem
 

Quest: Purple Haze
 

You have been given a Purple Troll thrall. The previous owners tasked you with bringing her somewhere that she would not be an outcast.
 

Bring your new thrall to a place where she will not be ostracized for her mixed heritage.
 

You have accepted this quest.
 

Rewards: 500 exp, greater influence with the Brandr household
 

Total quest rewards earned: 5000 exp, 4 soul gems, one thrall, influence with     the Blue Trolls of Erif


It hadn’t seemed like a game at all while I had been completing those quests, but I wasn’t going to argue with the reward either.  A quick check showed that the rest of the rewards had come from killing trolls at 250 exp each.
 

“What ya going to do with all that experience, Chief?” Gretch asked.
 

“What do you suggest?” I asked in return.
 

“Level up the Nexus more,” she said without hesitation. “Then you can spend more time with us.”
 

“That’s really not a bad idea,” Gill said. “Maybe you could take Purple to the Nexus if you leveled it up enough too.”
 

“You can,” Skryvonna said, sounding entirely civil for once. “It may take most of your experience points, but you could level it up enough to permanently house guests.”
 

Checking, I saw that it was 1000 exp to level up the Nexus again which was twice the price of the first upgrade.  If the experience cost doubled every time, then I could get it to level three for 3000 exp.  Hopefully, that would be enough because I didn’t want to walk out of this area when I was ready to go, but I certainly wasn’t leaving Purple behind.
 

“I do want to level you guys up also,” I thought to the girls.  “Anything else you suggest?”  
 

“You may want to level up your light slate to have a mental display, so you don’t accidently fail quests that you don’t know about in the future,” Skryvonna replied.  “My old master never had to physically look at his light slate. Then again, if you get me to level five, my armor will sprout shoulder pauldrons for you.”.
 

I made a mental note to ask Skryvonna more about herself and her past, but sleep was threatening to consume me despite the excitement I felt at discovering so much exp in my extradimensional pocket.
 

“We’ll decide in the morning,” I thought with a jaw popping yawn.  “Good night, sleep tight.”
 









12 the good life



A knock at the door woke me shortly after dawn.  I struggled awake and saw Purple, already fully dressed, crack the door and quietly talk to whoever was on the other side.  After a few moments she shut it and turned to me.
 

“Oh good, you’re awake already, Master,” she said with a wide smile that stretched her bottom lip thin against her tusks. “We didn’t get to talk much about how you wanted me to handle things like waking you up. I was a little worried about making you angry if I did it wrong.”
 

I snorted, rubbing sleep out of my eyes.  It still felt like I was dreaming to wake up to things like a beaming, beautiful troll woman. 
 

“Just don’t dump a bucket of cold water on me, and I don’t much care how you wake me,” I mumbled.  “Who’s at the door?”
 

“I know how I would wake you up, Chief,” Gretch said at full mental volume.  “I was just considering showing you when the door knocked too.” She continued in a pout before brightening up again with her next statement. “My world timer reset.”
 

“Fierg and Bierg are here,” Purple answered, still grinning at my befuddled state.  “They said something about touring the kennels.”
 

“Oh yeah, I forgot about that,” I said while jumping out of bed.
 

I had also forgot that I had slept in the nude until the decidedly chill of the morning air touched me unimpeded by a single shred of clothing.
 

Purple’s eyes went straight to my groin and she softly muttered, “Oh my.”
 

I covered myself with my hands as much as possible and stumbled over to the corner I’d thrown my clothes into the night before, only to find bare floor.
 

“Purple washed your clothes this morning and put them on the table,” Gill informed me through a chuckle. “I very nearly
reminded you that you were naked…but I changed my mind, Alpha.”
 

Feeling my face heat with embarrassment, I decided not to comment on her little prank.  It wasn’t like anyone in the room, or my head, hadn’t seen me nude the night before.  I just wasn’t prepared for it first thing in the morning.
 

“Why would anyone remind him to put on clothes?” Gretch asked in genuine confusion.
 

“Ugh, why wouldn’t they,” quipped Skryvonna.
 

Ignoring the byplay, I quickly located my clothes and dressed while pretending that Purple wasn’t in the room watching me the entire time.  I was pleasantly surprised to note that my shirt had been sewn back together. 
 

There was still an obvious seam in the garment, but at least it wouldn’t be quite so awkward if I had to remove my armor. With that thought, I summoned the breastplate over my shirt and turned to Purple with a smirk.
 

“Enjoy the show?” I asked playfully.
 

“Indeed, I did, Master,” the purple beauty responded without missing a beat.
 

“That’s good.” I nodded.
 

I hadn’t expected her to be so brazen.  I was unwilling to admit that she’d scored a point in the composure contest I suddenly found myself in.  I distracted myself by grabbing and putting on my boots.
 

“Thanks for sewing up my shirt, by the way,” I said as I headed toward the door.
 

“Of course, Master,” she answered smoothly. “I do wonder what kind of training accident parts a leather shirt directly down the middle but leaves not a mark on your skin?”
 

“The fun kind,” I answered before opening the door and cutting off whatever answer she could offer.
 

“Fierg, Bierg!” I exclaimed when the twins came into view. “How are my favorite troll twins this morning?”
 

“You don’t know any other troll twins, donkey’s arse,” Fierg bellowed through a wide grin.
 

“For that matter,” continued Bierg. “You’re my least favorite Earth Human.”
 

“All the others must not be trying hard enough then,” I answered, laughing.  “What are you two ugly bastards doing waking me up so early?”
 

“’Early’, he says…” Fierg looked at his brother in mock outrage. 
 

“Dawn was over an hour ago.” Bierg completed the statement in the same angry voice.
 

“All right, all right,” I said with a chuckle, holding my hands up in mock surrender.  “I did have a long day yesterday. Cut me some slack?”
 

Both trolls pulled up short looking genuinely confused. Bierg fingered a tusk in a thoughtful pose before asking his brother, “Do you think he needs rope for something?”
 

“I think he’s cracked,” Fierg responded without hesitation.
 

I sighed out the word “Idioms” and walked past the twins, picking a direction at random.  “Well, I guess I’ll have to find the kennels myself if you two are too lazy to show me the way…”
 

The twins snapped out of their contemplation and headed in the opposite direction.
 

“Good luck finding them,” Fierg called over his shoulder.
 

“Especially since you’re headed the wrong way,” Bierg finished.
 

I jogged up beside the towering duo as they headed down a path that led out the gate, Purple hurrying to join us.
 

Fierg noted her approach and asked, “Did this sorry excuse of a human mistreat you last night?”
 

“We’ll be happy to kill him and take your contract back,” Bierg added.
 

“No, he was a perfect gentleman,” she said with a smirk.  “He did allow Tilly to bathe him, though.”
 

Fierg gasped, and his expression seemed completely serious for once.
 

“Braver than me,” Bierg muttered.
 

“Wait,” I exclaimed, turning to Purple.  “You made it seem like everyone bathed with the nymph.”
 

She had the decency to blush before answering. “I mean, she fills the tubs for everyone and keeps the plumbing in order.  I honestly didn’t expect her to take such a personal interest in you.  She really is enthralled not to hurt anyone, though. You were never in danger, Master.”
 

I glanced suspiciously at the twins. “You’ve never let her bathe you?”
 

“Errr…no.” Fierg  shuddered.  “We don’t even usually tell guests about her, just let them believe that the tubs fill with magic.”
 

“Not that she would hurt anyone,” Bierg interjected.  “Just… you know, they try to steal your essence…in the wild, I mean.”
 

I turned a glare on Purple, but before I could say anything Gretch piped up, “Don’t get angry at her, Chief.  These guys are superstitious idiots.  Besides, Tilly was super-hot.  It’s not like you didn’t enjoy yourself.  I hope you do it again tonight.  I want a chance to watch when I’m prepared for the show.”
 

Gill giggled before adding,” I wouldn’t mind participating next time.”
 

I sighed and changed the subject.  “So, tell me about these puppies…”
 

Bierg said, “I breed hunting dogs and war dogs.  The Cours are hunters and trackers.  Generally, they have a good disposition.  The Staffons are for war… and holding giant wild boar down long enough to slip a knife in their guts.”
 

“I had a breed that was used for wild boar on my world.  We called them pit-bulls.  Mine never hunted a day in his life though,” I added with a chuckle, trying to imagine Major’s happy ass wrestling a wild boar.
 

“Maybe I won’t get the reaction I was hoping for then,” Bierg lamented as we approached huge kennels tucked away beneath the trees.  A male and female elf were going down the line throwing chunks of meat into the kennels from a wheelbarrow.             
 

Having seen plenty of hunting kennels, I was surprised there wasn’t a cacophony of barking at our approach but chalked it up to the feeding that was going on.
 

The first cages we approached contained troll sized hunting hounds.  Their big floppy ears and drooling jowls made me smile, though I hadn’t expected them to be shoulder height on all fours.  I put a hand flat outside of the bars and waited to see if they would come give me the sniff test. 
 

The trolls watched silently as a huge, mottled male came over and shoved his snout through the bars and snuffled my scent before wagging his tail excitedly.
 

“Who’s a good boy?” I exclaimed in my doggy voice before reaching through the bars and roughly scratching the canine’s huge pendulous ears.
 

In less than two seconds, all five occupants of the cage were clustered around, shouldering each other out of the way and trying to get ear rubs from me.  I laughed and tried to divide my attention evenly between the five giant hounds while getting my hands thoroughly soaked in drool.
 

“Guess he really does like dogs,” Fierg said.
 

“Let’s see how the Staffons like him,” Bierg answered.
 

“Don’t let him get hurt,” Purple interjected in a stern voice.
 

The twins both turned to her with raised eyebrows.
 

“I mean, please be careful,” she amended, grimacing down at the path.
 

Bierg just smirked and wandered deeper down the kennel lined path, gesturing for us to follow.  After a few more cages full of the bloodhound-looking Cours, we came to the first Staffon pen.
 

A single, chest high pit-bull calmly inspected me from the kennel.  His intelligent yellow eyes shone from his pitch-black face, and he made no move to approach the bars.             
 

“This is Redbane, my prize male,” Bierg said as he unlatched the kennel door. “Heel,” he commanded. 
 

The massive black canine went from stock still to right beside the troll’s foot in an instant.  Once there, he stood alertly scanning his surroundings and awaiting his next command.
 

“Redbane is the product of twelve generations of selective breeding,” Bierg continued proudly.
 

“He’s beautiful,” Gill whispered into my thoughts.
 

“He’s fucking scary,” Gretch disagreed with feeling.
 

“He’s a dog,” Skryvonna observed with a dismissive sigh.
 

“He’s magnificent,” I answered all my Summons, but directed my comment to Bierg. “I know he’s a working animal, so I’ll ask you if it’s ok to approach him.”
 

“Aye, you’re safe as long as I don’t command him to eat your face,” Bierg answered with a tusky grin and a wink.
 

I slowly approached the massive canine, being careful not to make direct eye contact before holding out a hand for him to investigate.  Redbane gave a perfunctory sniff before nudging his oversized head under my hand. 
 

I smiled while thoroughly scratching his clipped ears. Though the giant dog was many orders of magnitude larger than my own, he was similar enough in build that I felt a sting in my eyes remembering the loyal companion that I had left behind.
 

Purple walked up beside me and fearlessly began scratching the giant dog’s neck.  “How are you doing today, Redbane,” she asked in a voice that people only used for dogs and babies.
 

Redbane abandoned me in a heartbeat and leaned into Purple’s administrations with gusto.
 

Seeing my expression, Fierg said, “She always liked helping in the kennels. She’s known that mutt since he was hours old.”
 

I nodded in understanding, moving away to give her room to properly maul the big animal while Bierg look on with mild disapproval.  I understood his apparent misgivings. 
 

Bierg was training a mighty warrior and didn’t want the dog to become too accustomed to friendly play with people.  Like most working dogs, Redbane probably got immense satisfaction from his training time, but Bierg did not want him to become a pet.
 

Clearing my throat, I said, “Well, let’s see the rest of your monsters, Bierg.”
 

“Kennel,” Bierg commanded, and the massive black Staffon immediately whirled away from Purple and returned to his pen.
 

The next several enclosures housed more giant and attentive Staffon’s of various colors, but Bierg didn’t remove any more of the big canines from their pens. 
 

The last kennel held a litter of wrinkly puppies.  It was difficult to determine their age because of their large size, but I assumed they were weaned since their mother wasn’t in the pen with them.
 

Bierg unlatched the pen and motioned for me to enter saying, “They haven’t begun their training yet Andric.  I can tell you are itching to pet them so go ahead.”
 

Few things in life bring a smile to my face like a pile of wiggly puppies so I eagerly complied and crouched down to be mobbed by wrinkly happy bodies.  The smallest puppy, a white furred, blue-eyed beauty, pounced into my chest so hard that she knocked me over backwards.  I heard everyone laughing as the mob converged on my now in range face and submerged me into a world of puppy breath and accidental scrapes.
 

I finally came up for air to see a delighted Purple down in the dirt pulling puppies off me.
 

Gretch flashed into being and scooped up the white puppy shouting, “Puppy!”
 

She briefly hugged the wiggling pup to her chest before setting it down and vanishing again.
 

Bierg walked over and lifted the puppy that had knocked me over by the scruff of the neck.  “This little bitch is shaping up to be a troublemaker.” I caught a fond look in his eyes as he said it.  “Want to buy her, Andric?  I’ll give you a good deal, seeing as she’s the runt of the litter.  We already know your wife likes her.”
 

I laughed,” I don’t have time to train a puppy or even a place to keep her.”
 

“Pleeeeease, Chief,” Gretch pleaded.
 

“Um,” Purple said before I could answer Gretch. “I can care for the puppy.”
 

“Yeah, me too!” Gretch cheered.
 

“I don’t even have a home,” I protested.
 

“Not that I am saying that we should buy a dog, but you are planning on upgrading your Nexus today, aren’t you?” Gill asked.  “Skryvonna said that you could permanently house guests.  I am assuming that includes puppies.”
 

“Ugh, do not bring me into this, hyena-girl,” Skryvonna protested.  “There are quite enough puppies in this group already.  I am certainly not helping to rear the thing.”
 

Purple had taken the puppy from Bierg and was looking at me with a hopeful expression.  I glanced at Bierg who wore an evil grin, probably suspecting that he had successfully turned my entire group against me.  Well, he had never met Skryvonna.
 

“Ok,” I said.  “Here’s the deal.  I won’t get myself a puppy.”  Purple’s expression fell, but I continued. “I will buy you a puppy, Purple. It is entirely yours. I take no responsibility for it.”
 

Purple’s face lit up again as she squeezed the furball into her large breasts.  I noticed that she wore leather traveling clothes today and the contrast of white fur against purple skin highlighted the fact that her shirt was much lower cut today.
 

“Thank you, Master,” she beamed.  I intended to correct the ‘master’ thing but had decided not to bother until we were away from the troll village for good.
 

“How much do I owe you?” I asked, Bierg.
 

He just snorted and waved a hand. “Since she belongs to Purple now, let’s just call it a going away present for her and be done with it.”
 

I shrugged in mild relief.  I wouldn’t know exactly what my money situation was like until I could visit an auction kiosk, but I suspected Bierg’s prized puppies didn’t come cheap, even at a discount.
 

“Thanks for showing me the kennels, guys.  It truly was an honor to meet your hounds, Bierg.  I do have a lot to accomplish today, though. “
 

“What you got going on?” Fierg asked.
 

“Player stuff mostly,” I answered.  “I’ve got to go to my Nexus and spend some experience.  Is there a bind point on the property, by the way,” I asked, suddenly realizing how handy that would be.
 

“Nope, closest one is in town,” Bierg answered.
 

“Ah well,” I sighed. “I need to try to pick some things up in town later anyway. You two have a good day.”  Turning to Purple I added, “Do you want to wait here or come to town with me?  I should be able to take you with me to my Nexus by this afternoon.”
 

“I’ll wait here if you don’t mind, Master,” she answered with a sad smile. “I do not get along especially well with the townspeople.”,
 

I nodded in understanding while summoning my light slate and pulling up my Nexus.  “Ok.  I’ll be back this afternoon then.”
 

I shot a questioning glance at the twins. Once they nodded their approval of the plan, I hit the Nexus button.
 

Upon arrival, I bellowed, “Everybody out of my head,” while making a beeline for the bathroom. 
 

I had needed to do some business all morning but had avoided it until I could shed my audience.  After my belated morning ritual and a quick shower, I emerged damp but refreshed in just my primitive smallclothes. 
 

“Remind me to buy some towels in town,” I said.  “Some extra clothes as well,” I added while approaching the Nexus light slates.  “Can’t expect Purple to wash my clothes every day.”
 

Gretch leapt at me, forcing me to catch her before wrapping her limbs around me in an apparent effort to get as much skin-to-skin contact as possible. “Sure thing, Chief,“ she murmured into my neck.
 

Gill laughed at the goblin’s antics and said, “I doubt she will remember anything you say right now, so I’ll remind you.”
 

“Thanks,” I said, looking over Gretch’s shoulder at Gill where she leaned against the portal smirking at me. 
 

It was much easier to be casual and flirty with the girls when I couldn’t see them.  Gill’s casual pose revealed much of her cleavage and the sardonic smile on her face gave her an aloof and painfully alluring countenance.  Her golden eyes flashed as she licked her lower lip.
 

Gretch did not help the situation at all.  She had somehow gotten her breasts free of their minimal restraints without the use of her hands and was in the process of grinding them into my chest. 
 

“Are you going to do that every time we come home?” Skryvonna’s disapproving Slavic voice hit me like a bucket of cold water. “Nobody wants to see that.” 
 

Gill straightened and said, “I disagree,” never taking her gaze from me and Gretch.
 

I sighed and crushed Gretch to me before disentangling her limbs and setting her down, causing her to look up at me with a betrayed expression.  I kissed her pouty lips and whispered, ” Later.”
 

She perked up immediately and bounced toward Gill, not bothering to put her modest breasts behind the belts again.
 

Tossing Skryvonna, who had taken her customary place on the couch in the seating area an apologetic look, I joined the others at the portal. Knowing that the most important upgrade was the Nexus, I pulled up the correct screen and hit the upgrade button.
 

Player Nexus level 3:
 

The player Nexus will expand to include two bedrooms and two full bathrooms and a kitchen along with expanding the sitting area.
 

You may bring guests to your Nexus.
 

You may house one additional resident
 

Player Nexus daily allotted time will be doubled.
 

Cost 1000 exp
 

I glanced over my shoulder to see Skryvonna still seated on the couch in diaphanous black silks, perfectly poised and staring at nothing.  I toyed with the idea of making the changes without warning her first, but a second look at that tail hovering over her head convinced me it would be a bad idea.
 

“I’m going to expand the Nexus, Skryvonna.  I’m not sure if remaining seated is a great idea.”
 

The scorpion woman stood without answering and turned to regard me with her eerie black eyes.  Momentarily caught up in her alien beauty, I just stared back.
 

“Well, what are you waiting for, boy?” she asked after several long seconds ticked by. 
 

Turning back to the screen, I tapped the upgrade button. 
 

Nexus Hub Time Remaining:
 

3:47:36
 

There was no flash of light or anything.  Everything was simply different instantly.  The hub and portal were now on a short dais that rose above a spacious and stylish living space.  Light globes emitted a cool, white light from the ceiling now. 
 

The smooth stone walls became herringbone stone bricks.  Two hallways now led off the main chamber.  I wanted to explore but reasoned it would be pointless since I was just going to upgrade the place again. 
 

Player Nexus level 4:
 

The player Nexus will expand to include four bedrooms and a master suite.
 

A communal bathing area will be added.
 

A formal dining room will be added.
 

Furnishings and fixtures will be upgraded.
 

The kitchen will be expanded.
 

A stable area will be added.
 

An office will be added.
 

A crafting area will be added.
 

You may house up to four residents in the nexus.  The residents will not have time restrictions but can only enter and exit with your assistance.
 

Player Nexus daily allotted time will be doubled.
 

Cost 2000exp


“Wow,” I said after reading the description.
 

Gretch and Gill were still exclaiming the level three upgrades in wonder, though Skryvonna maintained her bored air.
 

“This next one is going to be epic,” I announced as I pushed the upgrade button again.
 

Nexus Hub Time Remaining:
 

7:46:25
 

The simple light globes became hanging pendant lights.  The furniture became leather dyed in muted tones.  The floorspace in the great room was now divided into sections: a seating area with couches and stylish chairs, a reading space with overstuffed chairs and bookcases, a workspace with two darkly stained wooden desks facing each other, and a small casual dining area.
 

Descending the portal dais, I noted that the steps and floor had become black and white marble and thick earth tones rugs were scattered throughout the living space. Gretch squealed and flopped down, face first, on the nearest overstuffed couch.  Even with the magical transformation before me, I was distracted by her thick green ass as she bounced on the black leather cushions.
 

Gill was slightly more reserved, gliding around the different areas and running her hands along the various surfaces, a small smile revealing the canines dimpling her full lower lip.  I thanked the gods that she didn’t run around mostly naked all the time as well.  I’d never get anything done if she did.
 

“I must admit, you do not have bad taste, for a human,” Skryvonna’s imperious voice drifted from behind me. 
 

I turned to look at her as she descended the steps to stand beside me.
 

“What do you mean?” I asked “I didn’t design any of this.  I just hit the upgrade button.”
 

She answered with a surprisingly musical laugh, “The Nexus takes its shape from what you would prefer most, Andric.  It’s your thoughts that designed this place, whether you realize it or not.”
 

A little thrill went through my body at hearing my name come from her lips.  Not wanting to ruin the amicable mood she seemed to be in, I remained silent as we watched Gretch cavort, and Gill inspect for several moments.
 

Gretch broke the spell when she ran up and grabbed my hand, little breasts bouncing unrestrained between her displaced chest belts.  “This is amazing, Chief.  Let’s go explore the rest. I can’t wait to see what the bedrooms look like.”
 

While she was talking, she casually placed my one had over a firm breast using both of hers.              
 

I laughed and pinched her erect green nipple, causing her to squeak and clutch my wrist tighter.
 

“Put those things up,” I admonished.  “You’re distracting the hell out of me, and I want to see this place before we leave.”
 

She just grinned impishly and licked my wrist before saying, ”I know how to clear your mind of distractions.”
 

I pulled her into a tight hug before swatting her ass hard one time. 
 

“Later you.” I rumbled directly into her ear. “If you be good,” I added.
 

She pulled away, nearly panting as she slowly and reluctantly pulled her chest belts over her nipples. Staring up into my eyes she licked her lips and smiled before whispering back, “I’ll be good, Chief.”
 

When I looked up, Gill was approaching with a wide smile, apparently being drawn by the report of the smack that I had given Gretch’s ass.
 

“This is amazing, Andric,” she said when she reached me.  “I had no idea that a Nexus could be this… palatial.”
 

“Neither did I,” I admitted.  “I’d like to go explore right now, but I want to spend the rest of the Exp before getting sidetracked.”
 

“Oh, and what are you going to spend the rest of it on?” she asked with a knowing smile.
 

“You’ll have to wait and see.” I grinned and turned back to the monitors.
 

Experience: 2655
 

Not wanting to give up the game too soon, I pulled up Skryvonna’s information first.  After a brief skim to refamiliarize myself, I leveled her up three times in rapid succession for a total of 1,050 experience points.  Smirking at the gasp I heard from behind me, I checked out her new stats.


Name: Skryvonna Voraxen
 

Level:5 (1200 exp until next level)                    Add EXP
 

Race: Greater Drider (Hexaxe Scorpion)
 

Gender: Female
 

Age: 44
 

Strength: 8
 

Agility: 13
 

Endurance: 11
 

Aptitude: 7
 

Intelligence: 10
 

Wisdom: 8
 

Durability: 14
 

Resistance: 11
 

Aptitude: 7
 

Luck: 2
 

Armor: Hexaxe Scorpion Chitin Plate
 

Category: Superb
 

Armor Type: Chitin
 

Effect: +4 to Agility
 

             +3 to Durability
 

  +4 to Resistance
 

Abilities:  Shadowmeld
 

       Poison Sting
 

“Jesus,” I breathed when I finished reading the updated stats. 
 

Skryvonna was one hell of a tank, not that I would ever say that to her face.  In fact, I needed to erase the thought from my mind as quickly as possible.
 

“There is a small bonus to stat gains every fifth level,” Skryvonna stated from directly behind my shoulder, nearly scaring me out of my smallclothes.
 

I glanced at her to discover that she had joined us at the monitors and was reading her stats over my shoulder.  Her four, emotionless eyes and that tail still gave me shivers, but I was adjusting and managed to stifle any reaction to her sudden proximity.
 

Remembering her mentioning something about pauldrons at level five, I asked, “Would you mind equipping up for a moment?  I’d like to see the upgrades.”
 

“Of course, you would,” she said dryly before vanishing and the glass-smooth texture of the chitin armor encased the bare skin of my torso. 
 

I expected it to be cold to the touch, but it was warm like a couch seat that someone had just vacated. Most importantly, there were now awesome spikey shoulder pads cleverly hinged into the main breastplate.
 

I circled my arms around a few times to verify range of motion while grinning like a toddler with an ice cream cone.  Everyone knew that aesthetically the shoulder pads were the most important piece of an armor set. Skryvonna’s were totally epic. 
 

“You are a very strange bo…man, Andric Graven.” Srkyvonna’s cool voice interrupted my celebratory thoughts.  “I suppose that I am pleased that you approve, though.  Despite the lack of sophistication among your group, I still prefer it to the void.”
 

“Aww, and you started off so good, too,” I teased. “You called me a man and everything.  That must have been difficult.”
 

Not getting an answer, I focused back on the monitors.  Tuning out whatever conversation Gill and Gretch were having, I pulled up Gill’s stats next. 600 experience points later, she was level five too.
 

Name: Gill Raventouch
 

Level: 5 (1200 exp until next level)                    Add EXP
 

Race: Gnoll Marauder
 

Gender: Female
 

Age: 25
 

Strength: 10
 

Agility: 7
 

Endurance: 6
 

Aptitude: 3
 

Intelligence: 6
 

Wisdom: 5
 

Durability: 7
 

Resistance: 3
 

Luck: 2
 

Weapon: Cinder-ash Club
 

Category: Rare
 

Damage Type: Blunt/Slashing
 

Effect: +4 to Strength
 

             +3 to Agility
 

Abilities:  Crushing Blow
 

Gill squealed and impulsively threw her arms around me in a bear hug.  I opened my mouth to warn her about the spikes all over my shoulders and torso but shut it again when she didn’t scream in pain. 
 

Looking down, I noticed that the spikes that should be piercing Gill’s tender bits were simply missing.  I realized that the puppies had suffered no damage earlier either.
 

“I would not hurt something that you did not wish damaged,” Skryvonna answered my unasked question, sounding a bit hurt herself.
 

“I never thought you would on purpose, I just didn’t realize that you had that much control over the armor,” I assured her.
 

“The armor is me, silly boy.  Of course, I can control it.  Well, I will have much more influence when you level me up to a higher level, but I would not let you harm your allies through your own ignorance. That much is simple.”
 

Feeling properly chastised, I kissed Gill on the cheek before disentangling what would have been a rib bruising hug had I not had Skryvonna equipped.  A little flushed, she didn’t waste time talking but disappeared and spoke into my head.
 

“Hurry up and summon me,” she said.  “I’ve never been level five as a club before.
 

Curious myself, I summoned the club and smiled at the enhancements.  One face half of the clubhead still retained the domed studs, but the other half now sported rows of serrated blades. 
 

It looked as if there were dozens of metal talons embedded in the dark wood. I shivered a little at the thought of the amount of damage the myriad little blades would do on a crushing blow.
 

“I was hoping for more,” Gill mentally mumbled. 
 

“I think it’s awesome,” I said.  “You just became twice as deadly on one side and still retained the ability to take someone out with non-lethal force if necessary.”
 

“I suppose,” Gill grudgingly admitted.  “I was hoping to get a better weapon than a club, though.  If I never become something else, I know you’ll replace me eventually.”
 

“Gill,” I thought with a mental sigh, “even if I wield a different weapon, I will never replace you. If I’m alive, you won’t be returning to the void.” Just to test my ability to keep thoughts to myself I added, “And I’ll make it impossible to send you back just as soon as I finish leveling everyone up.”
 

Since Gill didn’t react to that last bit, I assumed that I could have private thoughts if I was concentrating on keeping them private.
 

“What last bit?” she asked, no longer in her temporary funk.
 

“Nothing,” I assured her. “Let me level Gretch before she explodes.”
 

Gretch was indeed, not so patiently waiting for me to get to her, nearly hopping in place in anticipation.  Surprisingly, though, she had managed to stay silent while I inspected Gill, and we held our brief mental conversation.
 

“Are you ok, Gretch?” I asked, a little concerned by her change in behavior.
 

“Yep, Chief,” She instantly answered. “I’m being good. Being good is hard.  Gill is… was helping me.  Telling me what I had to do to be good.”
 

Chuckling I reached out my left hand and brought her into my side, trusting Skryvonna to keep her safe from my armor. With my right hand I leveled her up to five.  Just to be mean, I slipped two fingers under her breast-belt and tweaked a firm nipple as I hit the button.              
 

“Chief,” she squeaked.
 

“Remember to be good,” I answered with a wink.  “Want to see if there are any changes to your shield?”
 

Name: Gretchen Quicktoe
 

Level:5 (1200 exp until next level)                    Add EXP
 

Race: Goblin Skirmisher
 

Gender: Female
 

Age: 20
 

Strength: 5
 

Agility: 9
 

Endurance: 6
 

Aptitude: 3
 

Intelligence: 4
 

Wisdom: 4
 

Durability: 6
 

Resistance: 5
 

Luck: 2
 

Armor: Blackwood Banded Round Shield
 

Category: Rare
 

Armor Type: Shield
 

Effect: +5 to Durability
 

+4 to Resistance
 

Abilities:  Tar Blast


“Chief, I am going to pay you back sooo hard,” Gretch promised quietly, from inside my thoughts. 
 

I momentarily wondered if I had gone too far with that nipple pinch. I had honestly never met anyone with a sex drive even approaching Gretch’s. 
 

Rather than dwelling on it, I just grinned and said, “I can’t wait,” while summoning the shield to my left hand.
 

Before I even looked at it, I noticed the feeling of overwhelming power flooding through my limbs.  I hadn’t really considered what the level ups would mean for me while I was spending experience, but I felt like I could do anything.
 

It reminded me of how in cheesy vampire movies, when the new vampire was all jacked up on his new powers because he was superhuman and crap.  I felt like I could smash twenty of those guys using only my dick. 
 

Unable to contain myself, I launched from the dais and landed in a hallway nearly forty yards away. Landing awkwardly from the unexpected travel distance, I started to stumble to my left.
 

Instinctively, I kicked off the nearest wall and nearly slammed my head into the ceiling, which was now a good twelve feet high. Sticking a superhero landing on the way down, I began laughing like a madman as I vaulted expensive looking furniture all the way back to the Nexus monitors and yelled, “Parkour!” before checking my stats.
 

Name: Andric Graven
 

Effective lvl: 8
 

Race: Human
 

Gender: Male
 

Age: 20
 

Strength: 5 (9)
 

Agility: 4 (11)
 

Endurance: 4
 

Aptitude: 3
 

Intelligence: 5
 

Wisdom: 3
 

Luck: 3
 

Durability: 2 (10)
 

Resistance: 2 (10)
 

Weapon slots: 2

 

Armor slots: 2

 

Accessory slots:1

 

This is ridiculous, I thought. I’m a goddamn superhero.  I need to do some PVP!
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“Ok, everyone can unequip,” I said, mostly so I would no longer be tempted to travel exclusively using superhuman leaps while indoors.
 

I opened the auction kiosk and received the handful of silvers that the rest of my items had sold for.  Before closing it out I browsed for necessities.  Grinning, I noticed that someone had put together adventuring kits. 
 

They included a flint and steel sparker, a proper ruck sack, frying pan, eating utensils, toothbrush, fifty feet of rope, sleeping bag, and a grappling hook all for the low, low price of 5 silvers. 
 

I realized I could probably get every item significantly cheaper in town, but the convenience of one stop shopping overruled my shrewder side, and I made the purchase. 
 

I mean, what kind of an adventurer would I be without rope?
 

Surprised no one had answered my mental quip, I looked around to see that all the girls had gone back to exploring the room.  Even Skryvonna was curiously opening the drawers of one of the sturdy desks. Turning back to the Nexus portal, I pulled my new, half-full rucksack off the top after I finished my transaction.
 

Transferring my meager possessions from old pack to new, I rolled up the extra bag and placed that inside new one also.  I took a few moments to retrieve my clothes. Once dressed, I slung the rucksack over a shoulder and said, “So, who wants to explore this place with me?”
 

Gill and Gretch hurried over. Meanwhile, Skryvonna ignored the question altogether and sat down at the desk she’d been inspecting.  With the melancholy vibe she was giving off, I figured it was probably better if she stayed where she was anyway. 
 

I did have some unchivalrous plans I needed execute before leaving the Nexus after all.  Putting my arms around their waists, I steered us down the nearest hallway.
 

We discovered the communal bathes first.  It was an impressive roman style bath with what could only be a sauna area in the corner.  The tubs themselves were a pair of large pools recessed into the white marble floor.  From the steam drifting up over one of the pools, I assumed it was a hot and cold soaking area.  Shower nooks adorned the wall opposite the sauna.
 

I discreetly sniffed in Gill’s direction.  Smelling only clean skin and a hint of jasmine, I asked, “Hey, how do you girls stay clean all the time? I know you’re in my head or whatever most of the time, but…?” I trailed off, not wanting to offend anyone.
 

They glanced at me, then each other.
 

“I’ve never really thought about it,” Gill responded slowly.  “Should we take a bath, do you think?” She glanced down at me, biting her lip in consternation.
 

Gretch was halfway to the steaming pool before I answered, “Nah, not right now.  We have things to do. Maybe after. “
 

“What’s the plan, Chief?” Gretch queried eagerly.  “Have I been good long enough?”


I chuckled and answered, “Almost,” before turning to Gill and asking, “Would you mind equipping for a little while?”
 

She looked at me with a complicated emotion in her eyes - equal parts disappointed, eager, and turned on.  “Oh, so you and Gretch can... of course, Alpha.” She did an odd little nod and disappeared.
 

Gretch took that as her cue to launch herself into my arms, hot mouth clamping on mine and hips already writhing as she latched her legs around my middle.  Surrendering to the kiss for the moment I let her ravage my mouth with her tongue, enjoying the minty taste of her lips. 
 

Her longer tongue easily gained dominance as I avoided skewering anything on her one tusk.  When it became clear she had no intention of stopping, I smacked her tight, green ass.
 

She broke the kiss and groaned, but I smiled and shook a finger in her face in false admonishment.  “You haven’t been good for long enough, Gretch.  If you are good all the way until we find the master suite, you’ll get your reward.”
 

Panic broke over her expression as she tightened against me.  “But...” she began before trailing off.  Starting over, she demanded, “My reward is getting fucked, right, Chief?  If I go through all this trouble and you give me a flower or some other stupid human shit, I’m going to be really mad at you.”  Her red eyes narrowed, gleaming out of her completely serious face.
 

I didn’t even feel the urge to chuckle at her, despite how humorous, crass, and adorable the question should’ve been.  “I promise, Gretch. If you’re good, I will fuck you before leaving the master suite.”
 

She nodded once before jumping off me, grabbing my hand, and rushing me out of the communal baths. 
 

“If you weren’t going to take her in the bath, why did you have me equip?” Gill asked from my thoughts, her mental voice disappointed.
 

“Because I wanted to talk to you privately before we find the master suite,” I answered.
 

“Go on,” Gill prompted, her honey over sandpaper tone suddenly calm and inquisitive.
 

“Are you still determined that you want to bind yourself to me?” I asked plainly.
 

During our conversation, Gretch was practically dragging me from room to room, briefly opening doors, verifying they didn’t lead to a master suite, then moving on.  I was trying to pay attention to the room’s contents but between Gretch’s thong framed ass and Gill’s conversation, I was having trouble caring about what the rooms looked like, much less notice details.
 

“Of course, Alpha,” Gretch responded after a brief pause. “I cannot think of any other way to tell you or prove to you that I wish to be yours. I will beg on my knees if that is what you want.” Her voice became husky and thick on the last sentence.
 

“Would you like that?” I asked.  “Begging on your knees for me to be your master?  It’s not required,” I clarified,” I just wonder if the thought of it turns you on.”
 

Gill literally growled in my head nearly causing me to stumble with the sheer force of emotion behind the nonverbal sound.  “I would very much like that, Alpha,” she responded, her mental voice thick with lust.
 

“You’re not just saying that because you think it’s what I want to hear?” I asked, needing to be sure.
 

Gill rumbled a low growl again before answering, “Please make me beg, Alpha... if you can,” she teased, a playful challenge in her thoughts.
 

“Are power games common in your culture?” I asked. 
 

She barked a mental laugh before answering, “Yes they are…integral to the pack’s makeup.  I think you mean sexually though. The answer is still definitely yes.  I suppose that is part of the reason that I keep wanting to call you Master or Alpha.  It’s…comforting for me to have my potential mate acknowledge their power over me and I would be very disappointed to be my mate’s Alpha.  I would be… disappointed if my mate couldn’t dominate me sexually.”
 

After falling silent for a few moments, she added, “Many gnoll women prefer the dominate roll, but I long to have a dominate Alpha, I would maybe like to be the Alpha of the wives...”
 

I grinned to myself having kept a tight lid on my thoughts, only allowing my mental responses to be heard and blocking out the plans I was forming.  I wanted Gill’s first time with me to be special for her.
 

“Are you a virgin?” I asked, pretending disinterest.  It would have been more difficult for me to ask her aloud, but it seemed like a natural question when communicating by thought.
 

Gill sputtered before admitting, “I’ve only been with women.  It’s a cultural thing.  Once you join a male’s harem, the only way out is for another male to defeat your mate and steal you. My culture is the opposite of Gretch’s when it comes to sex between men and women.  The women, however, have no such restrictions so…,” she trailed off.
 

Filing that interesting tidbit about Gnoll culture away, I asked my last question.  “Does it get you off to watch me and Gretch together?”
 

For several moments I didn’t think she was going to answer. 
 

“Yes alpha,” she responded, her mental voice hardly a whisper. “Very much so.”
 

Just as Gill finished answering, Gretch let out a victorious cheer, having finally located the master suite.
 

”Chief,” she said while rapidly pulling belts off her compact body. “I was good all the way here.  Can I have my reward now?”
 

“You sure can, Gretch,” I answered with a grin. “But I need you to help with something first. Gill, out of my head please.”
 

The voluptuous hyena-woman appeared before me looking nervous and wild eyed, but her lips were drawn up in an eager smile.
 

I locked eyes with Gill and dropped my bag to the floor behind me.  Closing the distance between us, I carefully pulled her head down and kissed her tenderly.
 

Her pulse was rapid and hard beneath my fingertips where they rested behind her jaw.  She eagerly kissed me back, launching a tongue assault that I was quite sure cleaned my tonsils. Her hot mouth tasted faintly sweet but natural, like the taste of wild honeysuckle I used to eat as a kid.
 

Breaking the kiss, I asked, “Are you wearing anything under that armor?”
 

Gill nodded, twining her hands together in front of her stomach.
 

“It prevents chafing,” she said quietly. 
 

“Take off the armor, then,” I said, forcing my voice to sound cool and detached.


Gill nodded, fumbling with the catches along her side. A wide-eyed and nude Gretch watched silently.
 

“Gretch,” I said, still trying to sound dispassionate. “She’s taking too long. Help her please.”
 

The pear-shaped little goblin sprang into action, swarming over Gill’s body, her nimble fingers unlatching and untying the studded leather armor with blinding speed.
 

When Gill’s breasts spilled free, only restrained by a kind of black undershirt, I marveled that the armor had indeed been hiding her bust size by a surprising degree.
 

The outline of large erect nipples stood out starkly against the thin fabric. I missed some of the rest of the show as I was busy retrieving the rope from my bag and hiding it behind my back while Gill was distracted.
 

Turning back, I was momentarily speechless.  What I had thought was a shirt was a one-piece leotard-like garment that covered Gill from breast to groin and nowhere else. 
 

The front of the panties portion formed a sharp v over her lower abdomen allowing me to see the dimples of her pelvic bones in the skin along her flared hips. Though, judging from the prominent outline of her sex against the fabric, I would’ve been able to see the details of her hips even if the garment had reached her knees.
 

Gretch stood beside her looking up in awe at the pendulous breasts while fingering her own perky tits.
 

“Thank you, Gretch,” I said, straining to keep my voice from going husky with desire.
 

“Gill, kneel on the bed facing away from me,” I commanded, noticing for the first time the bed was a fourposter monstrosity that could easily sleep four.
 

Gill looked at me, wide-eyed and trembling before she slowly turned and crawled up onto the bed giving me an excellent opportunity to take in her wide but very toned ass.  I was happy to learn the leotard was a thong in the back with an overwide opening just above her ass, for her grey and black mottled tail.
 

As I strode up behind her, I handed the rope to an excited Gretch, making a shushing motion and winking at the same time. Her expression filled with evil glee, and she silently did a very provocative happy dance as she took the rope, obviously beyond willing to be my accomplice.
 

Arriving at the foot of the bed, I reached up and massaged Gill’s ears, finding the fur there to be downy soft.  When my hands touched her, she let out a little yelp before relaxing into the ear rub with a low moan.  I climbed on the bed behind her and pressed my chest against her smooth back as I let my massage fall to the base of her skull.
 

Moaning again, Gill let her head fall forward and pushed her ass back into my crotch.  Not hurrying, I massaged down to her shoulders, digging my fingers in more firmly than I ever would’ve done with a human woman. If her continuing moans and slouching posture were any indication, it was exactly what Gill needed.
 

Gretch climbed up beside me, hardly even disturbing the mattress in the process.  I glanced over to find the little goblin to see her grinning at me, slowly rubbing a finger against her own glistening pussy.  The rope was dangling from her other hand, one end already tied in a clever slip knot. I smiled at her in approval as I turned my attention back to trying to melt Gill into a puddle with my hands.
 

After several minutes I stretched Gill’s arms out and bent her elbows, so her hands were clasped behind her head, disguising the motions as part of the massage. Once her hands were in position, I placed one of my own hands around both of her wrists and nodded to Gretch while still firmly rubbing slow circles around her lower back with my other hand.
 

Gretch carefully positioned the loop around Gills clasped hands, her tongue sticking out the corner of her mouth in concentration.  Once the rope was in place, Gretch slowly, ever so slowly, pulled the loop tight.  Gill didn’t even react until I removed my hand from her wrists and continued the massage.
 

She froze and squeaked, “Andric?” in confusion when she noticed the restraints.
 

I pulled gently on the rope, bringing her hands further behind her as I put my mouth directly behind one of her canine ears.  “In this room,” I whispered huskily. “You will address me as Master.”
 

Goosebumps broke out over Gills exposed silver flesh, and she breathed deeply before responding, “Yes, Master.”
 

Her voice was filled with so much relief and desire, it nearly caused me to break character and gather her up into an embrace. Instead, I began carefully winding the rope around her forearms. Giving up on any pretense of a massage, I began binding Gill in earnest.
 

I knew a good bit about binding a human woman, so the upper half wasn’t difficult.  I had her hands and forearms bound together behind her head, a tight rope going down her spine and up between her legs to keep her arms in place. 
 

I had very carefully ensured that the thick rope went straight down her ass and up the center of her swollen sex, before crossing it over her shoulders and under her breasts a few times.  This forced her swollen tits to attention and provided her a way to cause friction on her clitoris.  I had left the leotard in place, though, to reduce the possibly of friction burns.
 

“Damn, Chief,” Gretch exclaimed in admiration. “Are you going to tie me up too?”
“Next time,” I said with a chuckle as I pondered Gill’s unique lower legs.  “This time it’s special for Gill.”
 

Deciding not to worry about her lower body I tied the rope around the nearest bedpost, having kept it one continuous length.  I hopped off the bed and removed my clothes before slowly walking around and climbing up in front of Gill.
 

Taking in her wide eyes and shallow breathing, I cupped her cheek and rubbed gently.  “The safe word is blue,” I explained.  “If anything gets to be too much, just say blue, and I will stop everything I’m doing and check in with you. Do you understand?”
 

Gill nodded her head, wonder in her eyes.
 

“Good girl,” I praised. “Now, tell me the safe word.”
 

“Blue,” she breathed.
 

I nodded and plucked the rope leading from her sex to her straining breasts causing it to vibrate.  Gill gasped and rolled her hips, trying to chase the sensation down.
 

“Blue what?” I asked looking intensely into her eyes.
 

“Blue… Master?” she asked after a pause.


“Verrry good,” I cooed while hefting her magnificent rack for the first time and rubbing my thumbs over the pebbly texture of her wide nipples through the silky fabric of her underclothes. 
 

She let out a pleading whine and tried to thrust her breasts deeper into my palms. I let go and pinched both of her nipples, slowly applying pressure while watching Gill closely to gauge her reaction. 
 

Some girls liked rough nipple play and some would stab you in the kidney if you tweaked their nips too hard.  Judging from the gasping breaths and impotently thrusting hips, Gill was a big fan of sexual pain. 
 

I let go and turned to Gretch.  “I pinched her nipples to hard, Gretch,” I said in a conversational tone.  “Think you could kiss them better for her?”
 

I watched Gill’s face for any sign she was opposed to the idea, but she only looked more excited as the sexy goblin climbed up on the bed and closed in on her straining tits.
 

Gretch took her sweet time extending her slender pointy tongue, and thoroughly bathed each of Gill’s large erect nipples through the fabric of the undershirt.  She made sure her ass and dripping pussy were on display while she sensually made out with the larger woman’s swollen nipples.
 

“I think you’re making them feel too good, Gretch,” I said after a few moments.  “Let me help.”
Gretch pulled back, looking at me curiously. I scooted up behind the goblin girl, my shaft riding along the wet heat of her sex as I got comfortable.  Gretch instantly grunted and began to writhe in my lap to get me inside of her. I smacked her ass hard enough to get her attention.
 

“Be good Gretch,” I said in a stern voice.
 

She froze at the spank, then nodded at my words before coyly asking.  Can I call you Master too?” while looking at me over her shoulder.
 

I nodded and bopped her nose with a finger before adding, “But only in this room, you understand?”
 

“Yes, Master,” she said undulating her heat against my cock, but no longer attempting to impale herself.
 

Turning back to Gill, I swatted the tips of each breast two times each, not hard, but enough to sting and cause blood to rise to the surface of her skin, making everything more sensitive.  She yipped in surprise after each teasing smack.
 

“I expect you to say, ‘Thank you master’ when I do something for you, do you understand?” I demanded.
 

“Yes Master, thank you Master.” She responded breathlessly.
 

“If you don’t like what is happening, what do you say?” I asked again, wanting her to really understand that none of this was required and she was the one in control of the situation.
 

“Blue, Master,” she answered quickly.
 

“Very good,” I smiled.  “Gretch, she’s being such a good girl. Go ahead and kiss her nipples better again.”
 

“Yes, Master,” Gretch answered with great enthusiasm.


Her red eyes gleamed in excitement before she latched herself onto Gill’s nipples again.  Again, she was slow and tender in her administrations.  Gill’s engorged nipples must have been particularly sensitive because she began squirming and riding the rope after only half a minute of Gretch’s administrations.
 

“She’s being bad again, Gretch,” I said. “Look at her trying to jerk that rope into her naughty pussy.  You had better stop.”
 

Gretch pulled away with a slurp and grinned over her shoulder at me.  She looked so sexy with her back arched into my lap and drool around her lips that I nearly lost my willpower and plowed into the wet heat that she was still sliding up and down the top of my throbbing dick.
 

Thankfully, Gill’s heaving breasts were an exceptionally good distraction.  I clamped down on her nipples for ten long seconds with my fingers and thumbs, slowly increasing the pressure and watching Gill’s face contort with erotic pain.  As soon as I released her, I gave each one two more swats. 
 

“Thank you, Master, Thank you, Masterrrr.” She drew the last word out in pain as I swatted harder on the last two strikes.
 

 I imagined those tortured globes were as sensitive as they were going to get.  Leaning back into my spot, I told Gretch, “Kiss them better again,”
 

“Of course, Master,” Gretch exclaimed, obviously thrilled about the entire situation.
 

 I waited until Gretch was absorbed in making Gill writhe in her restraints again, before taking my member in hand and thrusting it halfway into Gretch’s sopping womanhood.”
 

“Oh fuck!” Gretch screamed, catching herself from falling by grabbing Gill’s hips.
 

I began to slowly fuck the goblins tight green pussy, letting her get accustomed to my size again. 
 

“Tell Gill how it feels,” I commanded while keeping up slow but relentless strokes.
 

“Master feels so good, so… Fuck.  He’s so big.  I feel him in my belly…oh fuck,” Gretch babbled while looking up into Gill’s wide eyes.
 

Gill was breathing heavily, pulling on her restraints in time with my hips, causing the tiny bit of slack in the rope to give her just a little bit of friction on her clit with each pull of her bound wrists.
 

Gretch gave up on talking and buried her face in the soft bed, raising her ass even higher and grunting incoherently. 
 

I smacked her straining green ass hard on each cheek, admiring the way her ass jiggled as I did so. “Did I tell you to stop?” I demanded, slamming my hips forward harder and faster.
 

“No ma…hast…ster  fee…eee..llll  lii….kkkkeee I,I mmmmm goo….innng tooo exxxx….plllloode.”
 

I had expected her to look back into Gills eyes, but she was farther gone than I thought. I watched Gill squirming and sweating at the sight of me ramming into the tiny goblin, the sight gave me the resolve to hold out.
 

“Cuuummmmiinnngggg,” Gretch suddenly howled, prompting me to grab her soft hips and slam into her faster, intent on giving her the hardest orgasm possible. Several deep strokes later, she collapsed into a trembling pile.


I pulled out of her tight spasming heat and looked over to Gill.  She was a trembling mess, just able to stimulate herself with the rope, but not at all able to cum. 
 

I stood on the bed, pointed to my slick member and asked, “Do you want to be a good girl and clean this up?”
 

“Please, Master,” Gill begged, already straining against the rope in a desperate attempt to reach me.
 

I brought my erect cock towards her face, causing her to briefly go cross-eyed.
 

“Are you sure you want it?” I asked, playfully flexing and causing my cock to jump up and down in front of her face.
 

“Please,” she whimpered, opening her mouth wide. 
 

I shifted and reached behind her, placing my hand in hers.
 

“Tap my fingers twice when you want me to take it out of your mouth.” I said sternly.
 

“I will, Master,” she panted.
 

Not convinced, I asked, “What do you do if you need to breathe?”
 

“Tap twice, Master,” she answered, looking up at me with glazed, lust-filled eyes.
 

Nodding, I abruptly sank half of my shaft down her throat, expecting her to gag.  She didn’t gag.  In fact, she strained against her bonds to get more of me down her throat. Seeing this, I inched forward until the molten wet tightness of her mouth and throat encased my entire glands. I reveled in the exquisite feeling.
 

Gill kept her eyes on me as I waited for her to tap my fingers. A violent spasm went through her body, but she neither tapped nor made any motion to extract me from her throat.
 

Worry wormed its way through the bliss that had consumed my conscious.  A bit of guilt soon followed.  She must have forgotten the signal.  I slowly removed my cock from her throat, careful not to cause any damage on the way out.
 

As soon as her mouth was free, Gill breathed in great gulps of air and tried to wipe her watering eyes with her shoulder, but she couldn’t reach with her hands positioned as they were. 
 

“I never… tapped, Master,” she said haltingly, her eyes glittering with tears and pride.
 

“No, you didn’t,” I responded, softly stroking her ears and neck.  I resolved never to let her decide when to stop giving a blow job again.  She was likely to kill herself if I left it up to her.  “You did so good,” I agreed, still stroking her.
 

Gretch stirred behind me and scooted up beside Gill.  Unimpeded by ropes, she simply grabbed my hips, lined her head up and plunged down on my shaft, attempting to take it all the way down. 
 

Almost instantly, she gagged and sputtered, tears springing to her eyes.  Not giving up she tried to use her arms to pull her head further down, causing almost uncomfortable amounts of pleasure.  My rod was assaulted by the rhythmically constricting tightness of her throat.
 

Putting my hand on her head, I gently said, “enough.”
 

The sexy goblin’s head sprang off my cock and she immediately went into a coughing fit.
 

“What’s a matter, Gretch?” Gill chanted in a singsong voice. “Can’t handle it?”


Gretch’s eyes shot daggers at Gill as she went for my cock again, but I stopped her with an upraised hand. 
 

“I think it’s time we freed our toy, Gretch,” I explained while getting off the bed and unwinding the rope from the bedpost.
 

“Crawl forward,” I commanded Gill, steadying her with a hand around her bound forearms. 
 

She complied with exaggerated wiggles of her ass in an apparent attempt to rub the rope against her clit while she moved slowly to the center of the bed.              
 

Once she was where I wanted her, I unwound the rope, pausing after each loop to let the blood flow equalize, before unwinding the next loop. When she was completely free, I peeled the black leotard off her sweaty body exposing a beautiful tapestry of sexy smooth grey skin, broken only by a ridge of soft fur that ran from the base of her neck to her tail.
 

It took all my self-control to not just plunge into her from behind.  The entire scene was so erotic that my erection was painful.
 

“Turn around,” I whispered hoarsely.
 

Gill maneuvered herself so she was facing me, still on her knees. I took in the smooth expanse of her breasts bracketed by rope indentations, capped by angry and swollen dark grey nipples.
 

My gaze moved down her tight athletic body, past the slight indentations of her abdominal muscles to her swollen and dripping pussy lips.  Vaginal juices ran down the insides of her thighs.  The musky smell of sex that permeated the air was tinged with sweet and minty notes. The scent must have been loaded with pheromones because my head was swimming with desire.
 

“Lay down,” I ordered in a thick voice.
 

“Yes, Master,” Gill said before complying.
 

Clearing my throat, I said, “Gretch, I think her nipples need some more kisses. They look a little swollen.”
 

“Of course, Chef,” the agreed bounding over to pounce on Gill’s chest and slurp a hard grey nipple into her mouth as if she were dying of thirst and Gill’s heaving breasts contained life giving water.
 

Grinning at the little beast, despite the burning lust coursing through my veins, I lowered myself to my belly and without warning sucked on Gill’s clit…hard.
 

Gill yelped and trembled as though she’d been struck by a lightning bolt. I relented and began softly lapping at Gill’s clitoris as she rode out what looked like the mother of all orgasms.
 

I saw Gretch fly completely off Gill’s spasming body right before a pair of powerful silver-grey thighs clamped down on my head hard enough to make my ears pop.
 

 Thinking fast, I willed Gretch to equip up, and was relieved when the pressure on my head ceased to feel like it was going to pop my head off my shoulders thanks to the increased durability that Gretch gave my body.
 

Properly fortified, I tossed the shield aside and clamped my arms around Gill’s thighs and dove back in just as her spasms were starting to subside.  I nearly laughed into her muff when I realized Gretch’s dexterity buff was allowing me to do some lingual acrobatics, I would’ve never been able to achieve on my own.
 

Gill’s shriek of pleasure made me grin as I continued to assault her clit for several more minutes.  When her thighs finally fell open in exhaustion, my face was liberally smeared in slightly sweet nectar. Wiping away the excess with my forearm, I licked my way up Gills still spasming body until I was looking down into her dazed eyes.
 

“Are you ready?” I quietly asked.
 

Gill jerkily nodded her head.
 

“I can’t hear you,” I teased.
 

“Y-yes, M-master,” she said through quivering lips.
 

Smiling, I guided myself into her slick channel, only inserting the tip before checking her expression for pain. Seeing none, I slowly pressed into her heat stopping every inch or so to evaluate Gill’s comfort level.  Once I was completely engulfed, I felt slightly confused, having expected to hit the resistance of her Hymen.
 

Shrugging it off, I began to slowly thrust while watching Gill’s face for discomfort.
 

“Yessss!” she wailed, eyes closed and hands gripping the sheets to either side of her.
 

I’d gotten my second wind from being on the edge for so long without orgasm, so I pumped away for all I was worth.  Sweat was dripping down my face and spattering onto her breasts as she let loose a wild howl and her sex began convulsing in another powerful orgasm. 
 

Her thighs broke free from my grasp and wrapped around my waist forcing me as far into her as I could go.  Unable to withstand the rhythmic pulses of her tight pussy, I exploded inside of her with a cry of my own.
 

The hot surges of pleasure spread through my groin and up my stomach as I pumped my essence into her.
 

Gill wrapped me in her powerful arms and rolled us onto our sides before snuggling into my chest with a dopy smile on her sweat slick face.  I kissed her forehead before laying back with a contented sigh.
 

Suddenly Gretch’s delicate face eclipsed the light in the room, her silky black hair cascading down to tickle my neck and shoulders.  She leaned down and licked my lips before declaring, “My turn again…Master,” with a lascivious smile.


An hour or so later I had two puddles of contentment in my mind.  Just like when I had slept with Gretch the first time, I could feel the satisfaction and happiness rolling off Gill now that we had bonded. 
 

Though I still didn’t understand the full significance of forming the sexual bond, I did appreciate having a better understanding of how my Summons were feeling.  Not to mention their awesome ability to manifest in the overworld for short periods of time.
 

Sweeping into the main room of my Nexus, I willed Skryvonna to equip on my way to the portal.
 

“That was rude, human,” the drider complained, as I felt the weight of her armor enclose my torso.
 

“What was?” I asked distractedly while mounting the portal dais.
 

“Forcing me to equip without saying anything,” she retorted sharply.
 

“Oh, I didn’t realize…” I began.
 

She cut me off before I could finish my thought. “How would you like it if you were suddenly thrown into another dimension while you were quietly waiting on the couch for your boss to finish fucking your peers.”
 

Gill let out a sleepy chuckle at that.  “She called us peers…”
 

She still sounded half conscious.
 

“He would have been fucking you too if you weren’t such a stuck up...”
 

“Ok, ok,” I said loudly as I appeared at the Rathfuerg bind point.
 

A group of passing trolls looked at me funny, but the budding argument in my head faded into background buzz if it didn’t stop completely.
 

I had barely vacated the portal sigil when another being appeared on it with an angry shout.
 

“Gods damned, fucking, piss drinking mages,” the short man howled as he threw a net and a trident to the ground and stomped in a circle around his discarded weapons.
 

It would have been comical to see the four foot and change height little fellow throwing his tantrum if his shoulders weren’t as wide as he was tall.  His head and left arm were encased in elaborate armor, leaving the ridiculously muscled remainder of his upper body bare. The gladiator motif was ruined by the scale greaves and sturdy boots on his lower body.
 

“What in Barkus’ bloody ball sack? What are you staring at human?” the stocky guy yelled at me. 
 

“Is this guy a dwarf?” I asked my Summons.
 

“Yep,” Gretch answered first.
 

“Either that or the shortest, broadest, human that I’ve ever seen,” put in Skryvonna.
 

“Well?” the dwarf demanded, bending to pick up his very wicked looking barbed trident.
 

“Be careful,” Gill added, but I was way ahead of her on that score.
 

“Woah,” I said, holding up an empty hand. “I’ve honestly never met a dwarf before, and you startled me storming out the portal right behind me, that’s all.”


“You a player, then?” he demanded.  I saw the eyes behind the stern bronze mask of his helmet size me up.  “At least you’re not one of those dung fucking, cock sucking, mage classes,” he huffed, bending, and retrieving the net as well.
 

“Well, you just going to stand there gawking, or you going to buy a poor dwarf that’s just fell a rank a glass of wine?” he demanded, as if that was the obvious thing to do.
 

Still a little dumbfounded to have come face to face with a dwarf on a tirade, I could only repeat the one part of that sentence that made absolutely no sense.
 

“Wine?”
 

The dwarf slammed his gauntleted hand against his armored forehead with a solid gong. “Are you deaf as well as ugly, human?” 
 

Gretch appeared between me and the angry dwarf. “Chief is not ugly, short bastard!” she screamed at him despite being an inch or so shorter.
 

I put a hand on her shoulder and said, “We are definitely going to have to talk about when you do and do not need to pop up.”
 

She looked over her shoulder at me with a hurt expression, “But….”
 

“No buts,” I said sternly. “You’re wasting overworld time that you could use for better things…”
 

She nodded. “Right, Chief…”
 

She vanished, leaving me standing in an awkward pose in front of the dwarf that had remained silent for the exchange.
 

Without warning, deafening laughter exploded from behind the bronze mask. The dwarf reached up with his unarmored right hand and unclasped his helmet before pulling it off to reveal a bold featured and cleanly shaven face.
 

I must have gaped at the beardless dwarf because he just pointed at me with his armored hand and continued bellowing laughter until he doubled over wheezing.
 

“What happened to his beard?” Gretch exclaimed.
 

“Very odd,” agreed Gill.
 

“At least I’m not the only one,” I agreed with them both.
 

I leaned against a nearby column and waited for the dwarf to regain his composure.
 

Gasping and trying to hold back his mirth, the dwarf finally straightened and wiped his mouth before saying, “I reckon you could use a bit of wine too, lad.  Follow me.”
 

He walked straight toward the large dining tent I had eaten at before without a backwards glance.
 

Shrugging, I just followed, not seeing any sense in resisting, and hoping to learn a thing or two from the insane dwarf.
 

No sooner had we both seated ourselves, Elyria bounced up to the table. She was no longer wearing the obvious lingerie of a prostitute, instead being dressed in sensible brown traveling clothes. The sheer size of her bust made her appear a bit lewd regardless.


“Um, Master Andric,” she began with an apprehensive expression. “I hope I’m not interrupting...”
 

“Not at all,” I responded.  “Me and my new friend…”
 

I shot an inquisitive glance at the crazy dwarf.
 

“Axerager,” the dwarf replied with a crooked grin. “My Da had such expectations…poor Da.”
 

“Right,” I said slowly.  “Mr. Axerager and I were about to have a late lunch. Care to join us?”
 

She twined her hands together and looked down, clearly considering bolting.  After a few moments of nervous contemplation, she stiffly sat down beside me, biting her lower lip and nearly hiding her eyes with those adorable bunny ears.
 

“Right!” declared Axerager, not appearing to notice the awkwardness.  “Doren’s Red all ‘round!” he bellowed to the troll serving woman before she could even reach the table. 
 

The waitress rolled her eyes and reversed direction back to the bar, not at all surprised at the order made from across the room.
 

“So,” Axerager said with a wide square toothed grin, “What kind of class do you be, that you carry that stick but also summon goblins?”
 

Not entirely sure that I should be going around broadcasting my class to everyone, I frowned and replied, “You first.  That’s an odd choice of weaponry for a dwarf.”
 

Apparently detecting my sincere hope, I was right in my assumption that dwarves didn’t usually go mostly unarmored, carrying tridents and nets was correct, Skryvonna thought, “It is indeed very odd.  Not as odd as him not having a beard though. He must be disgraced.”
 

“I’m a Retiarius,” he answered easily before daintily sipping the glass of red wine the waitress had just placed in front of him.  “It’s a specialized class that is particularly suited to one-on-one combat.”
 

After a contented sigh, he raised a bushy blond eyebrow at my confused expression and continued. “The retiarius class relies on speed and strength to rapidly end a fight.  My clan under the mountain relied on heavy armor and sheer durability to outlast an opponent.  Great if you’re in a shield wall grinding down an orc horde, but not so good if you’re one against three or five.”
 

I took an absent sip of wine and was surprised by the bold taste of the vintage.  Axerager grinned at my raised eyebrows and raised his own glass to me before continuing his explanation.
 

“So, after getting jumped by a group of Crocodilus and getting properly killed, I decided to go a new route when Barkus saw fit to allow me to reincarnate as a player.”
 

Hearing my questioning thoughts Gill was filling in the gaps for me as he spoke, “Crocodilus are reptile people.  They usually live near water and have a reputation for ambushing anything that comes into their territory. Barkus is a god of battle, more commonly worshiped by orcs, trolls and other races that prize honor and combat over anything else.”
 

“Fair enough,” I answered the dwarf’s enquiring expression.  “I’m a battlemaster.” When the dwarf’s expression only became slightly confused, I continued. “I summon sentient weapons and armor that allow me to gain stats and abilities from them.  You’ve already met my shield, Gretch…”
 

I finished by summoning the shield to my left arm and dismissing it just as quickly.
 

“She is the shield as well as the sexy goblin that chastised you earlier,” I explained.
 

Gretch popped into view and said, “Nice to meet yah, Axey.  What happened to your beard?”
 

Gill appeared behind the goblin girl, startling everyone, including me, by her sudden and quite intimidating presence.  She wrapped an arm around Gretch’s lower face silencing the precocious goblin and nodded to the gaping dwarf. 
 

“Sorry about her, Mr. Axerager,” she said in her sweetest voice.  “We are honored to make your acquaintance.”
 

She disappeared, taking Gretch with her and the buzz of a private discussion rose in my subconscious.
 

Axerager turned his gaze back to me, quickly regaining his composure.
 

“My weapon,” I stated, bringing the club into existence and placing it on the table. “Her name is Gill.”
 

“Well, you can let your lass know that beards are damn itchy and tend to catch crumbs when you eat.  Damn things start to stink if you don’t properly care for them.  I never cared for it, and I gave up on it when I was reborn.”
 

“I’ll let her know,” I said with a grin while running my thumb over my own stubble. 
 

I would have expected a light beard after four days of not shaving but remembered that my body was twenty again, so it made sense.
 

Axerager hummed thoughtfully before asking, “Have you tried the arena yet?”
“Not yet,” I answered. “I was planning on checking it out today, though.”
 

Face lighting up, the odd dwarf declared, “We’ll que for duos!  I haven’t done any duos yet, not having a partner.”
 

Chuckling at his sudden exuberance, I answered, “Sure, in a bit,” before gesturing to Elyria who had remained quiet throughout the exchange.  “I do have some private business with Elyria before I can do anything else though.”
 

“Ohhh,” Axerager leered and wiggled his bushy blond eyebrows. “Meet me at the arena stone in an hour?”
 

“Sure,” I agreed, extending my hand.
 

The burly dwarf clamped his metal clad mitt around my wrist and pumped once before hopping up and wandering out the door, leaving me with the bill.
 

Sighing, I turned my attention to Elyria who was pensively shifting around in her seat.
 

“I don’t want to be a bother, Master Andric.  You are clearly a busy man.”  She made a move to stand, but I motioned her to stay seated.
 

“Nonsense,” I said, with what I hoped was a reassuring smile. “I was actually hoping to run into you.”
 

I really did want to help the girl, and I had the extra incentive of the quest to reinforce my decision.


“I haven’t found a place for you to work yet,” I admitted, causing her expression to fall.  “I haven’t given up, though,” I added, forcing optimism into my voice.  “I have only had time to check one place.  Don’t worry, I’ll find something.”
 

“Just give the girl a job in the Nexus,” Skryvonna suddenly interjected with clipped words.  “It’s very large now, and I’m not cleaning up after your pet troll and nasty dog. You might as well have a maid.”
 

“That’s actually not a bad idea,” Gill agreed pleasantly.
 

“Have you eaten lunch yet?” I asked the downcast bunny girl.
 

She nodded, so I raised a finger to summon the barmaid. She arrived and informed me that I owed 75 copper rounds for the wine.  Must have really been the good stuff, I thought, fishing out a silver and telling her to keep the change.
 

“Walk with me?” I asked Elyria.
 

She nodded and meekly followed me out of the eatery.
 

Once we were alone, I turned to her and asked, “You understood everything me and Axerager discussed?”
 

The beautiful girl looked up at me and mumbled, “Mostly.”
 

“Have you heard of a Player Nexus?” I asked.
 

She shook her head ‘no’, ears going erect.
 

“Well,” I said, “I have a large…house.  It’s not exactly in one place, though.  I have a portal that allows me to travel between many places there.  Anyway, I think I could use a maid if you’re at all interested.”
 

Elyria looked at me with an audible gasp. Both excitement and fear creeping into her expression.
 

“I won’t be there a lot of the time,” I rambled “But it’s very comfortable.  You will have your own room.  Once I find a place that needs your skills, you could go there if you want.  Are you ok with being alone for long periods of time?”
 

I realized that I wasn’t helping the situation when Elyria’s violet eyes got wider and wider, so I stopped talking so she could process things.
 

After a minute to digest everything I’d said, she asked, “What would my responsibilities be?”
 

Shrugging, I answered, “Cleaning, maybe cooking on occasion.”
 

“And the pay?” she asked with a bit of cringe.
 

“What’s fair?” I asked.
 

“Oh, I couldn’t,” she started to respond before I stopped her with a raised hand.
 

“I honestly don’t know what’s fair.  It’s an odd job considering the location.” 
 

I fished around in my pocket and pulled out my money. Four silvers and several copper. 
 

“Are four silver rounds enough for one week?” I asked, glancing at the timid bunny girl. 
 

She was so shy; it was no wonder she had difficulties finding clients in her previous profession.
 

“I doubt she’s shy in bed, Chief,” Gretch mentally interjected.  “She is a Lepun, after all…”
 

“Not relevant,” I chastised the horny little monster.
 

Elyria had been gaping at me but recovered when I looked at her. “One silver a month is fair.” she declared.
 

“Ok, two silvers a month sound good?” I asked.
 

She started to look annoyed, but her expression smoothed out and she nodded. “Is it possible for me to see your house before I accept the job?”
 

“Sure,” I agreed, heading for the bind point with the buxom bunny girl in tow.
 

Skryvonna explained how to add a guest when I got to the portal glyph, and I managed to look like I knew what I was doing when I transported us to the nexus.
 

Elyria squeaked when we arrived, then squeaked again when she surveyed the common room spread out below the portal dais. She hastily knelt at my feet saying, “I’m so sorry, Lord Andric.  I didn’t know you were nobility.  Please forgive me for speaking to you so…”
 

Gretch saved me by tapping on her shoulder and startling her out of her apology.
 

“The Chief is the greatest lord ever,” the goblin declared, much to my dismay.
 

“I’m not a lord,” I interjected.
 

“He is not,” Skryvonna agreed.
 

Elyria gaped at the Drider in horror. I certainly could not salvage the situation, but I knew someone who might. 
 

“Gill, would you please take Elyria and show her around.”
 

“Of course,” Gill answered, gently helping Elyria stand.  “I haven’t seen most of this place myself. We can explore together. Won’t that be fun?”
 

“I… I guess,” the bunny girl tentatively agreed as Gill led her off the dais and down a hallway.
 

Sighing, I flopped down on a couch relieved to have Gill handling the situation.  Gretch took the opportunity to straddle my lap, but I wasn’t having it. Instead of trying to fight her, though, I proposed something else.
 

“Lay across my lap, Gretch.”  
 

She looked at me curiously before wiggling around so that she was face down across my legs, firm behind raised enticingly in the air.
 

“Good enough,” I muttered and began rubbing the silky green skin of her back with one hand and massaging the back of her neck with the other.
 

Glancing up, I noticed Skryvonna sitting on another couch appearing to ignore us.
 

“Thanks for suggesting that, Skryvonna,” I said.  “It was really helpful.”
 

“I have no wish to cook and clean,” she replied dismissively.


I nodded and said, “It still helped me solve a situation.  I appreciate it.”
 

She didn’t reply, so I focused on massaging my goblin wife and trying not to allow her to get me worked up with her satisfied moans and swaying ass. My mind soon drifted to my situation, and I tried to form some semblance of plans.
 

After about fifteen minutes of relative silence, Gill appeared, leading a wide-eyed Elyria. 
 

“I have explained everything that I could think of, Master,” Gill said with a saucy smile.
 

 I was about to remind her that word was only allowed in one place, but I stopped myself fearing that the subject would make Elyria uncomfortable.  Then I realized that Gill was intentionally trying to earn a punishment and grinned back at her.
 

“Good job, Gill,” I said, before turning my attention to Elyria. “So, do you accept?”
 

Elyria bowed formerly and said, “It would be my pleasure, Master.”
 

Sighing at the title I said, “Welcome aboard. One condition, though…”
 

Elyria looked up at me, clear apprehension in her expression.
 

“You must call me Andric,” I said.  “Only my wives can call me master.” I shot a dirty look at Gill, before continuing in mock anger. “And they do so at their own risk.”
 

Gill giggled huskily and squirmed while answering, “I promise, I did tell her that you preferred to be addressed by name… Master.”
 

I couldn’t help but laugh. “You are so bad, Gill.  Behave.”
 

Elyria’s fair skin had started to flush, and I guessed she had at least some idea of what was going on. 
 

Lifting Gretch, who had never stopped undulating on my lap, and setting her beside me, I stood from the couch and handed my four remaining silvers to Elyria.
 

“Two silvers for your first month and the remaining two for you to buy food to stock the kitchen.  Make sure you get plenty of what you want. I don’t know how often the rest of us are going to eat here.  There is a troll thrall that will be joining you here as a resident until I leave the troll village and can free her. So, plan meals for her as well.  Can you do all of that?”
 

“Of course…Andric,” she answered with a bow.
 

“Great,” I said with an encouraging smile.  “We had better get back then. I don’t want to keep Axerager waiting for too long. “
 

Before leaving, I checked the light slate and smiled when I saw that employing Elyria myself had counted as completing the quest.
 

When the now familiar sights and smells of Rathfuerg came into being, I turned to Elyria and asked, “Do you need anything else?”
 

“No, my…Andric,” she answered awkwardly.
 

“Ok well, once you finish getting everything just come back to the square,” I instructed. For the first time since arriving on Tournion, I wished for cell phones to exist. “I am going to do some arena battles with Axerager so we’ll be in the area.”
 

As if summoned by my words, the dwarf in question strolled into the square as if he owned the place. Spying me, he ambled over with a smile.
 

“Ready, human?” he asked with obvious excitement.
 

“Almost. What level are you?” I asked, hoping that the matchmaking system paired you with similarly leveled adversaries.
 

“I suppose that’s not rude considering the circumstances,” he grumbled.  “I’m a level six Retiarius.  I have high damage output, but I can take a hit and have the dexterity to dodge more.  What about you?”
 

Surprised and curious about how I was a higher level than him, I hesitated a moment before answering.
 

“Level seven Battlemaster,” I eventually responded.  “I’m pretty tanky, and I hit things with a big stick.”
 

“Tanky?” Axerager asked through a squint.
 

“I mean, I have good resistance, agility, and durability,” I clarified.
 

“All three?” he asked skeptically. “You must hit like a baby gremlin with that much invested into defense.  Ah well, you set them up, and I’ll knock them down.”
 

He grinned as I followed him to the arena kiosk.
 

Watching over his shoulder, I saw him sign us up for two-verses-two deathmatch.  Once he reached the acknowledgement screen, he told me to press my hand into the indicated spot. 
 

I read over the match details and verified that death, didn’t mean actual death, before placing my hand in the oversized handprint on the screen.
 

Once we were signed up, a countdown began and Axerager hustled me over to the portal glyph.
 

Slamming his helm over his head, the beardless dwarf shouted in a metallic voice full of manic glee, “I hope you’re ready, human, because here we go!”
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The portal took us to a dim stone staging room.  I took in the dusty interior and the muted roar of a crowd somewhere outside.  Simple wooden benches ran in a row down the center of the room providing the only furnishings. The stink of stale sweat brought me back to the high school football locker room after two-a-day practices in the heat of summer.
 

“My favorite venue!” crowed my new companion as he bolted toward a nearby wall and activated a large light slate I hadn’t noticed.
 

Two, three-foot tall images appeared on the light slate, stats written out beside each of the depicted beings. The first was a pretty elf woman in elaborate multicolored robes, the second; a stern looking human in heavy plate armor.
 

Sah’eariah – high elf elementalist    W: 1   L: 0
 

Beorg – human paladin of Drasticar W: 1   L: 0
 

“Phiff,” snorted the dwarf.  “These holier-than-thou assholes.” 
 

“You know them?” I asked.
 

“Nah,” Axerager replied. “I just know the type.  Neither of us have done duo’s before, so these are just placement matches.  I wanted to get a feel for if you be any good or not before placing wagers on us.”
 

“Smart…I think,” I couldn’t help but let sarcasm creep into my voice.
 

“Oh, we should have bet,” Gretch piped up.
 

Reading over the dwarf’s head, I studied the sparse details provided about our opponents.
 

“You must kill that paladin, Andric,” Skryvonna hissed. 
 

“O-kayyy?” I mentally drawled.
 

“I…do not like the followers of Drastikar,” she answered, a little more subdued.
 

“Noted,” I thought. “Which God is Drastikar?”
 

“Justice and retribution,” hissed Skryvonna. “Though their idea of justice is to kill anyone who won’t follow their dogma.”
 

“Sounds about right,” I thought, still looking at the displayed information.
 

“That’s the most complicated way that I’ve ever seen to spell Sarah,” I chuckled.
 

Axerager shot snot-rockets and choked on his laughter.
 

“Damn it, human, you have to warn a dwarf before letting loose a quip like that. I knew I liked yah.”
 

“High elves are pretentious,” Gill drawled languidly before an almost drunken giggle escaped her thoughts.
 

I didn’t think it was that funny, but who didn’t appreciate an easy audience.  Smiling, I clapped my short friend on his armored shoulder and asked, “So what do we do now?”
 

He shrugged. “No idea.  We get five minutes to prepare before every fight, but any enhancing potions or spells that we use in this room will dissipate when we walk through the gate.  Once in the arena, you can drink potions and such at will, though, so it’s kind of stupid.”
 

“Ugh, it’s time to develop a strategy based on the composition of the enemy team,” Skryvonna nearly spat.
 

“Might be time to develop a strategy,” I helpfully repeated.
 

“Ohhh, a strategy would be good,” Axerager exclaimed with apparent dawning realization.  “I’ll take the big one, and you take that damn magic user.  Sound like a good strategy to you, lad?”
 

Not seeing a reason to complicate matters, I nodded in agreement and did some light stretching while waiting for the gate to open. 
 

“Your stumpy friend is a tactical juggernaut,” Skryvonna observed dryly.
 

“Sometimes the best plans are the simplest ones,” Gill replied, still sounding as if she were lounging on a beach somewhere.
 

 “I like your friend, Chief,” Gretch supplied.  After a moment, she added, “Unless you don’t.  I’ll kill him for you, if you want me to.”
 

“I think I love you, Gretch,” I responded absently.
 

She squealed with glee and the ball of emotion in my soul that was Gretch exploded into happiness.  I clamped down on my thoughts before the fact that I was mostly joking could leak through.  I hadn’t had the time to really process my emotions, but I wasn’t going to take away something I had already given the precocious little goblin.
 

Before too long, the gate began to creak and slowly rise.  Axerager gripped his weapons and shouted, “Fast and hard!”   
 

As the bottom of the solid metal portcullis reached head height on the dwarf, he charged out of the room with an unintelligible battle cry.  I was forced to crouch and follow if I didn’t want to be left behind.
 

Running out of the rising portal, I was assaulted by the hot air and bright sunlight of a massive Roman style colosseum.  The white sand beneath my feet reflected the bright sun into my eyes. 
 

A wave of crowd noise crashed down upon me with almost physical force, causing my adrenalin to shoot through the roof.  I charged after my bellowing partner towards the figures emerging cautiously from the gate across the sand.
 

As we neared our opponents, I broke left to create distance from my partner.  The paladin clanged a war hammer against his shield, activating a defensive aura that created a soft blue circle around himself, as he stepped up to defend the mage.
 

I had intentionally let Axerager stay a bit in front of me in hopes that he would distract the big guy, allowing me to engage the elven mage.  The elf must have realized I was targeting her.  A few meters before we hit melee range, a flash of lightning flicked out her staff and licked my chest.
 

I was not blown back on my ass.  I was not paralyzed by electricity.  Hell, I hardly even stutter stepped.  It felt like I had brushed up against a residential power outlet.  It certainly stung and made my muscles jump for a split second, but that was all.
 

Grinning now, I poured on the speed, intentionally keeping my vision wide by slightly turning my head from side to side as I ran.  A small fireball rushed toward me, but I just put my shield in the way and ran through it.
 

Brief impact and a flash of heat were the only things I felt when the fireball burst on Gretch’s surface. A spectacular explosion of fire and a muted boom, and I was through, once again rushing the elementalist.
 

I caught a flicker of motion as Axerager disappeared from in front of me and reappeared behind the elaborately armored paladin.  I couldn’t really make out what was going on, but an electric blue net sprung up and clamped down on the defensive bubble as I passed the pair.
 

The mage, wide eyed and backpedaling now, flung a manicured hand forward and a ball of ice shot towards my legs.  I vaulted the spell and went higher and further than I anticipated.  Mid-air, I reoriented myself to bring my club down, spikes first, as I was going to land nearly on top of the pretty little elf.
 

She tried to get her staff in position to block but I could see she was far too slow.  The serrated teeth of my club slammed down on her head with the full weight of my falling body and every ounce of strength I could muster behind it. 
 

I felt a gut-wrenching crunch followed by a sickening tearing sensation that traveled up the length of the club as I followed through with my swing.  It felt like I had put my club through plate glass on contact and like a dull hacksaw through wood on the way out.
 

Not really wanting to, I flicked a glance at my opponent as I landed in the sand beyond her.  She wasn’t pretty anymore.  Her face was a ruin of brain matter and bone fragments.  A halo of gore and blood spatter surrounded her mangled head where her body had fallen. 
 

My mind wanted to revolt from the grisly sight I had caused, but I willed my thoughts into focus. Just meat soldier, I told myself.  Your dumb ass is going to die to tunnel vision if you don’t get your head in the game.
 


Turning my head from side to side, my vision broadened back out and the nausea that’d been creeping up my throat subsided.
 

Axerager was harrying the larger paladin, his trident licking out again and again like a striking snake, as he circled his slower opponent.  The paladin was holding his own, however, not allowing the trident past his tower shield despite his legs being partially immobilized by the net tangled around his shins.
 

Then, the human tank caught sight of his partner.  With a cry of rage or grief, he unleashed some spell that fell from the sky and struck Axerager, causing him to freeze in place.  Using the free moment to disentangle the net, he freed himself and advanced on me, righteous fury in his eyes.
 

Thinking tactically again, I prepared to engage and shouted, “You should find a better partner.  She’s far too weak for these games, she was hot, though.”
 

It was nonsense, but I wanted the armored behemoth completely focused on me.  It worked.
 

I soon found myself dodging and shield blocking a swarm of powerful blows from the pissed off human.  I concentrated on keeping my shield close to my body and between me and that damn hammer.  Suddenly, Tar Blast triggered, and the paladin screamed as the hot tar heated his metal armor from the stomach down.
 

One of his own abilities must have triggered because his next blow blasted me off my feet, despite me catching the incoming hammer with my shield.  I did a backwards combat roll back to my feet, though, not spending more than a microsecond on the ground.
 

Slowed by the tar, the paladin’s follow-up was slow and clumsy, but full of hate.  I hammered the club’s studded side into his shield twice as he was coming in. 
 

The first shot made him flinch, but the second slammed the shield so hard that the man spun sideways to me.  I darted in and slammed a shot into his armored knee, before dodging out of the way of the hammer as he recovered.
 

Once again facing the massive tower shield, I was preparing to go through the entire sequence again when Axerager’s net came flying in, once more outlined in dancing blue electricity.  The defensive spell that protected him before now gone, the paladin screamed as his body began to spasm.
 

His screams were cut off in a gurgle when the three barbed tines of Axerager’s trident emerged from the front of his throat in a shower of arterial blood.
 

Backing away from the impressive fountain of gore, I finally let my vision drift up to the crowd.  Thousands of people rose to their feet, cheering as the paladin collapsed on his face. 
 

Every race I could imagine, and many that I couldn’t, were represented in the sea of screaming faces.  More than a few women were shaking bare breasts at us to be noticed by the victorious gladiators.
 

Axerager jerked his bloody weapon from our opponent’s still twitching corpse, and raised it in the air, bellowing a victory cry.  Swept up in the adulation of the crowd and full of relief to be alive, I thrust my club and shield into the air and let out a primal shout of victory myself.
 

My shield vanished from my arm and Gretch appeared, taking a bow before disappearing in turn.  Some confused chuckles and good-natured jeers joined the raucous cheering.  I heard mental buzzing and assumed either Gill or Skryvonna was admonishing the impulsive goblin.
 

Snapping out of my victory euphoria, I waved to get Axerager’s attention and jogged back to our entry point.
 

Axerager joined me, square teeth gleaming as he excitedly slapped my back. 
 

“Let’s hurry and get back so we can que again!” he shouted, clearly still riding his victory high.
 

Nodding in agreement, I watched as he hit a few keys on the light slate that had previously held the images of our opponents.  Moments later, we were standing in Rathfuerg again.  The sparse crowd and halfhearted cries of street vendors jolted me with its vivid contrast from the excitement and noise of the arena we had just exited.
 

I took a moment to gather myself, my emotions not recovered from the events of moments ago.
 

“Oh, that were a fookin’ good fight.  Ready to go again, lad?” Axerager bellowed, nearly vibrating with visible excitement.
 

“Wait…” I patted the air.  “What did we even win?  What happened to our opponents? More importantly, why does your accent change so much all the time?”
 

Axerager gave a little chuckle before answering with a completely neutral accent.  “The dwarven dialect is considered... provincial in most places.  I want to see the world, not be judged by it.  As for those two ass-lickers, they are fine. Probably back in a human city somewhere bitching about us using underhanded tactics or something.
 

“And our winnings?” I asked when he appeared to be finished speaking.
 

“We made some silver and experience on that match.  See for yourself.” He motioned towards the light slates around the bind portal
 

Nodding, I headed over and accessed one.
 

You have begun your placement trials for Duo Ranked PvP
 

W: 1    L: 0
 

Your placement will be determined after 9 more matches
 

Quest:
 

PvP
 

For participating in your first player arena match you have received:
 

500 exp, 1 soul gem
 

Duo Ranked:
 

1 win – 100 exp, 5 silver
 

I really needed to read up on arena combat if the information was available on the light slate. I had no idea what stakes I was playing for beyond that it wasn’t permadeath if we lost.
 

“Are you ever planning on buying your concubines weapons, or do you just expect them to continue to throw their bodies at your opponents?” Skryvonna suddenly demanded, startling me out of my musings.
 

“Wait, what?” I asked.
 

“Clearly, you have noticed that their armor is not part of their bodies.  It would be much quieter in the Nexus if you hadn’t.  We are allowed to keep a small number of items with us when we are in the temporal plane attached to you.  The amount is determined more by space than number.”
 

“Shit, Gill. Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked on reflex.
 

“I’m so sorry, Alpha,” Gill answered.  “I had no idea.”
 

She sounded miserable at her failure.
 

“No…shit,” I fumbled for the correct words.  “I didn’t mean it like that.  I just meant that I would have got you guys whatever you wanted a long time ago if I’d known.”
 

“Oh,” she said, sounding thoughtful.  “I never knew we could own things.”
 

“I didn’t know either, Chief,” Gretch announced.  “I’ll take a shield, and some javelins, and some ribbons and cookies…oh, oh, and dice, and a deck of cards and…”
 

“Okay, okay… I forgot how clueless you all are,” Skryvonna interjected.  While she didn’t sound sorry for acting like I was the asshole, some of the venom had left her mental voice. “They can both come out and fight for you for short periods of time each day.  I suggest you arm them before any more arena battles.”
 

“Oi, that slate ain’t going to tell you your future lad.  Stop gawping at it and let’s go again!” Axerager impatiently yelled.
 

“I have to do some shopping first,” I said.
 

“Shopping?” he wailed as if I had just kicked his favorite puppy.
 

“I’ll be right back,” I said with a grin at his theatrics. “I just found out that my Summons can be equipped with weapons, so I have to go buy some.
 

“Err… why wouldn’t they be able to use weapons?” he asked, his overgrown brows drawing down in a v of confusion.
 

I threw up my hands in answer.
 

“You want to wait here?” I asked.
 

“I’ll be in the eating tent,” he grumbled, stomping off.
 

Since I was in town anyway, I headed for the blacksmith rather than the auction house kiosk.  No point paying a premium if I didn’t have to.
 

While I walked, I asked Gill, “What kind of weapon do you want?”
 

“I don’t know that I really need one,” she answered, sounding unsure. “If I come out during a fight, then you won’t have a weapon until I reequip.”
 

“That’s true,” I agreed, “But a weapon wouldn’t have helped me when Gretch came out and saved me from getting speared while I was down.  If she had a weapon at the time, then she could have attacked the guy instead of stopping that spear with her body.”
 

”Ok,” she replied, her tone growing more confident.  “As I’m sure you can guess, I prefer a mace or a club.”
 

“Done,” I said before addressing Gretch. “And you want a shield and javelins, right Gretch?”
 

“Yeah, Chief,” she agreed easily. “But what about the cookies and everything else?”
 

“Can you guys even eat?” I asked it playfully, but I was curious.  They had never even mentioned being hungry.
 

“Ummmm… I don’t know…” Gretch replied after a moment’s thought.
 

 “How did the three of you survive long enough to summon me?” Skryvonna huffed.  “Of course, we can eat.  We don’t have to because, as far as anyone can tell, we are technically spirit beings, despite being corporeal.”
 

I had to hide a smirk and my thoughts.  I didn’t know if Skryvonna would have given me answers to all my questions if I had asked them outright, but her imperious personality just wouldn’t allow her to not lord her knowledge over us lesser beings.  I could ask Gretch questions that she didn’t know the answers to all day, and Skryvonna would probably give me a full education if I had the time. Unfortunately, I was already nearly at the blacksmith shop.
 

The same burly troll from the day before was hammering away when I approached.  He acknowledged me with a nod and continued working until he found a stopping point, before ambling over.
 

“I remember you. Battlemaster, right?” he asked by way of greeting.  “How have your Summons liked my products?”
 

I did not hide my thoughts as I intentionally remembered Skryvonna’s moans while polishing her the night before. 
 

“They really appreciated them,” I said with a smirk.
 

The burly troll surprised me by returning the smirk with a wink and a nod.  “Well, did you get a new one that needs some other maintenance gear?” 
 

“No, I just need some simple weapons today.” 
 

He raised an eyebrow inquiringly, so I continued. “I have five silvers.  I need a mace, a shield, and a quiver of javelins.”
 

“Anybody ever tell you that you haggle like shit, big human?” the blacksmith asked.  “You don’t just tell merchants what you have and what you need.  I have half a mind to cheat you just to teach you a lesson.”
 

I barked a laugh before shooting back, “Don’t you know that merchants aren’t supposed to teach a mark how to haggle better?  You won’t cheat me, and I won’t waste your time.”
 

“True enough, I suppose,” he muttered through a suppressed grin. “Halfford, get out here and mind the steel,” he shouted over his shoulder. 
 

An apprentice dashed out of a storefront attached to the open-air smithy and squinted at the half-forged plow blade in the coals.
 

“On second thought, finish that blade,” the blacksmith grumbled as he opened a little gate so I could follow him into the shop from the forge entrance.
 

As my eyes adjusted, the troll said, “Don’t know why you want this regular ol’ steel when you have all that enchanted gear…”
 

He was obviously fishing for information.
 

“You’ll see,” I promised, receiving a curious glance in return.
 

The orderly shop came into view as the sunspots faded from my eyes.  Barrels of nails, horseshoes and other mundane items made up a few aisles in front of the counter, but my gaze was drawn to the walls.  The walls were covered with racks and racks of weapons, each one glistening with a sheen of oil and polished to a dull shine.
 

The blacksmith quickly picked out each of the items I had asked for and placed them on the counter: a solid flanged mace, a small kite shield, and a leather quiver containing ten troll sized javelins.  After he placed the items down, he looked at me for approval.
 

“Do you have any smaller javelins?” I asked.
 

“Er, no,” he said, looking at me in confusion. “You look like you can handle these, though.”
 

“They aren’t for me,” I answered, then thought, “Gretch, come out for a second.”
 

I got to see two wonderful sights.  The first, obviously, was Gretch’s amazing thong clad ass. The second was the troll blacksmith jumping and letting out a most unmanly little squawk, as if a mouse had run under his foot.
 

“Okay, Gretch, you can go,” I told the giggling goblin girl.
 

When she vanished, the flustered blacksmith looked at me with a scowl before breaking into a rueful laugh at himself.  I tried not to join him but was only partially successful.             
 

“I got some war darts that should suit the little pest,” he said good-naturedly while putting the javelins up and replacing them with much shorter, but thick, wooden darts.  Two-inch barbed spikes gleamed from their business ends.
 

“What’s the damage?” I asked.  When I saw the confused look on the smith’s face I amended, “How much do I owe you?”
 

“Four silver and fifty,” he replied.
 

“Ready to meet the most beautiful gnoll on Tournion?” I asked.
 

“Stop it.” Gill’s pleasant rasp broke in as she appeared beside me and scooped up the mace.  Turning to me, she gave me a chaste peck on the lips and said, “Thank you, Master.” 
 

With a little curtsy, she disappeared, taking the mace with her.
 

Being prepared, the smith didn’t raise an eyebrow, regardless of what he thought.
 

“You haven’t paid yet,” he said.
 

I quickly fished out five silvers and placed them on the counter. I  received a half-sized silver coin in return.
 

Huh, I thought as I pocketed the little silver coin. Fifty-dollar bill.
 

“Ok, Gretch,” I said aloud. “Come get your stuff.”
 

Before I even finished speaking, my arms were full of squirming, passionate goblin flesh.  I allowed her to kiss me for only a few seconds before forcefully setting her on her feet.
 

“Be good,” I admonished. “Time’s wasting.”
 

She quickly collected the shield and darts before vanishing.
 

As soon as she was back in my head, she asked, “Do I get a treat for being good again, Chief?”
 

“Only if you’re good all day,” I replied with a mental smirk.
 

“Quite the set you have there,” the smith commented.  “What about the armor?”
 

Shit.  I hadn’t considered Skryvonna because she couldn’t appear in the overworld, but there was no reason not to get her a weapon if the others were getting one. “How about it Skry? Want a weapon?”
 

“You will never call me that again, do you understand?” Her voice could have frozen a forest fire.  She continued before I could answer.  “You don’t have the funds to afford what I would want, so perhaps later.”
 

“She ah… She’s good,” I haltingly answered the smith’s question.
 

“Pissed her off, didn’t you?” he asked with a bellow of laughter.
 

He reached out a huge, scarred mitt to me and said, “Torngar.”
 

Grasping his wrist, I replied, “Andric.”
 

“Barkus oversee your days and Belonia bless your nights,” he called as I headed out the front door.
 

“You as well,” I awkwardly tossed over my shoulder.
 

When I got back to the tavern tent, Elyria was meekly sitting across from an animated Axerager as he attempted to regale her with some story of combat.  I dodged one of his flailing arms as I approached the table and noted several bulging burlap sacks on the surface, along with Axerager’s goblet of red wine.
 

“Any trouble getting everything you wanted, Elyria?” I asked.
 

Her eyes widened a little when she saw me. “No, my lo, er… Andric…”
 

“Great,” I replied lightly, trying to set the nervous bunny-girl at ease.  “Would you like to go to my Nexus now, or do you want to wait for me to finish running arenas with this scoundrel?” I pointed to Axerager with a thumb.
 

“I’m quite ready to go now… Andric”
 

“You can call me sir if it will make you feel more comfortable,” I sighed. 
 

The world I found myself in may have had magic, but it had a long way to go regarding its social classes.
 

“Yes, sir,” she said with obvious relief.
 

I turned to Axerager. “I’ll be right back.” I told Axerager.
 

“Again?” The dwarf harrumphed.
 

“Just two minutes,” I called over my shoulder as I gathered up most of the bags of food and led Elyria to the portal.
 

Making the selections on the light slate to allow Elyria to come with me, I tapped the button, and we appeared under the cool lights of my Nexus.
 

“Make yourself at home,” I said while dropping the bags and snagging Gretch, who had unequipped the moment we hit the Nexus, and holding her tightly to my side.  “There are four guest rooms.  Claim whichever one you like.  Do you have any questions before I go?”
 

“No sir,” she answered demurely.
 

“Ok, I may be back later today, but it’s possible I’ll just spend the night with the Brandr clan, so don’t worry if we aren’t back until sometime tomorrow. Will you be ok here by yourself overnight?”
 

“Of course, sir,” she answered, finally cracking a little grin. “I am not a child, after all.  Besides, this place is in its own temporal plane, right?”
 

Even the prostitutes knew more about this plane business than I did. “Yep,” I answered, smiling back at the admittedly beautiful woman.
 

“Then I will be perfectly safe, sir,” she said, her grin growing into a peaceful smile.  “Don’t worry about anything, I will take good care of your home.”
 

“Thanks, Elyria,” I said.  “We’ll see you soon.”
 

I gave Gretch a little shake, and she vanished.  With one last reassuring smile at Elyria, I tapped an icon and returned to Rathfuerg.
 

Axerager was waiting outside the glyph, tapping his foot and looking bored.
 

“Are all dwarves this melodramatic?” I asked, deadpan.
 

“I’ll show you melodramatic, lad,” he mock threatened, brandishing his trident.  “Are you finally ready to go?”
 

“Wait, one more thing,” I joked before bursting out with laughter when Axerager rolled his eyes so hard I was afraid they would turn completely around. “No,” I managed through chuckles. “I’m ready now.  Let’s go before you injure yourself.”
 

Grumbling under his breath, Axerager stomped up to the slate and entered the same commands as last time.  I went with him and placed my handprint in the appropriate spot.
 

Moments later, we were in a dimly lit room of obsidian stone.  Not just black, but smooth glassy obsidian.  Bench seats had been carved into one wall and the only light seemed to come from the light slates on the opposite wall that were displaying our opponents.  Rather than hot and dreary like the last arena location, this place felt cold and sterile.
 

“Damn, I hate this one,” the dwarf muttered on his way to the light slate.
 

“What’s wrong with this place?” I asked as he pulled up our opponents.
 

“It has fookin’ trees and ruins and shit all in the way.  People can hide and 
ranged fighters have cover to shoot at you from.” he answered sullenly. “And it’s too fookin’ cold,” he added with a shiver.
 

“Remember, my armor can shroud you,” Skryvonna said, unnecessarily, right before I mentioned that to my arena partner.  I reigned in my thoughts, not wanting to cause Skryvonna to clam up by complaining about her volunteering information.
 

“I can... shroud,” I said.
 

“Oh, you’re just full of surprises, aren’t yah?” he declared, more than asked, from where he was looking at our opponents.  “Any idea what a kunoichi is, lad… or a samurai?”
 

“What the fuck?” I breathed before answering. “Um, yeah… A samurai is a melee fighter, probably very skilled, and I’m pretty sure, a kunoichi is… a female ninja.” 
 

I read over our opponent’s stats as I spoke.
 

Grutck – orc samurai   W:3   L:1
 

Swallat – kitsune kunoichi   W: 3   L: 1
 

The orc was so wide that he looked squat in his black lacquered samurai armor, face completely hidden by a demonic kabuto mask.  An obscenely large odachi, or two-handed katana, rode on his back.
 

The Kunoichi looked sleek and dangerous in her traditional ninja pajamas.  It should have looked silly, a fox-girl in ninja clothes, but this chick wasn’t play acting and those black clothes were purely functional. 
 

Even her tail and the skin around her eyes was black.  A pair of large knives rode low on her waist, but I could only see the handles and couldn’t identify them.  Several black kunai, or throwing knives, nestled in a bandoleer that crossed her modest chest.
 

“This is going to suck,” I said as a rough plan formed in my mind.
 

“You advance on the orc,” I suggested.  “No yelling and charging this time.  I’ll stay right behind you in stealth and try to pick off the kitsune when she makes her move.  Sound good?”
 

“Better than my plan,” Axerager mumbled.  He slapped his face a few times. “Okay, let’s kill these bastards!  The more wins we get, the higher our bracket, and the more money we make per fight”
 

“Sounds good to me.” I strolled up to the simple stone doorway leading out of the room.  Axerager moved up beside me and stared at the door like he wanted to eat it.
 

Soon enough, the door split down the middle and opened out into a stark nightscape.  The dark sky was just bright enough to silhouette skeletal trees and crumbling ruins against the skyline.  I inhaled a breath of crisp cool air and was grateful that the spooky vibe didn’t come with the smell of decay.
 

“How do I trigger the shroud?” I asked Skryvonna.
 

“Just will it,” she thought irritably.
 

I did and my surroundings lightened up a bit despite the visible shadows that coalesced around me.  Axerager turned and glanced through me before squinting and apparently finding my outline.
 

“You ready?” he rumbled in his version of a whisper.
 

“Move out,” I replied in an actual whisper.
 

Nodding, the burly dwarf turned and stomped through the dead foliage.  Oh well, I thought, the plan was never to sneak up on them anyway.  I was no ranger, but I managed to creep after the noisy dwarf in relative silence as I scanned for any sign of movement. 
 

I tried to keep my own movements minimal and slow, knowing a sudden movement would be seen long before anyone could make out my form against the dark landscape.
 

Before long, the faint sound of someone crashing through brush from the opposite direction touched my ears.  As the two noisy fighters approached one another, I crouched and surveyed the area, looking for any signs of the female assassin.
 

“Behi-,” Gill started to shout, but I already felt a burning pain in my lower back as I lunged forward.
 

Spinning, I swung my club in an arc behind me as I attempted strike my assailant, hitting nothing but empty air.                            
 

 Movement in my peripheral vision on my left caused me to bring up my shield.  Three objects hurtled from the night and impacted the shield in rapid succession.  While I was searching for the direction the projectiles originated from, a piercing pain struck the back of my thigh, causing my leg to buckle.
 

I desperately swung my club to the side hoping to hit the invisible ninja girl, but I only displaced air as the club hit nothing.
 

“I’ve used my dart,” Skryvonna informed, all business. “Missed.”
 

Crouching behind my shield, I felt warm blood trickling down my back and leg from the puncture wounds as clashes and shouts came from the darkness, Axerager apparently having found his adversary.  My eyes itched from the strain of peering out into the darkness, as I franticly searched for the kunoichi.
 

Thud, clank! Two more kunai tore from the darkness, one imbedding in my shield arm, the other deflecting off a pauldron and buzzing by my face.  The one in my arm must have hit a tendon because I suddenly couldn’t raise my shield higher than my hip.
 

Growling in pain and frustration, I dashed into the darkness where the knives had come from.
 

There! Finally, I caught the vague outline of a figure darting through the trees, attempting to flank me.  I cut off the fleeing figure and was met with mocking azure eyes when I came face to face with my opponent. 
 

She pulled a pair of sais from her belt and approached me with a such a smooth liquid grace, I was nearly mesmerized by her movement alone.
 

“Bring it on, Raphael,” I muttered while simultaneously giving mental instructions. “As soon as I attack, kill her, Gretch.  I can’t use my shield arm anyway.”
 

“Right, Chief,” she barked, completely serious for once.
 

The kitsune closed in like a striking cobra, covering the last few feet faster than I could track her movement.  All I could do was swing my club as fast as possible and hope I managed a lucky hit.
 

Gretch’s shield form vanished from my arm, and I heard a grunt from the black clad kunoichi as one of Gretch’s darts impacted her back, but not before she had punched the triangular blades of her sais through my right bicep and left shoulder. 
 

She spun away from me and unleashed a barrage of throwing knives behind her.  I took the opportunity to finally land a solid shot into her torso.  My wounded arm didn’t have the power I wanted, but I felt the myriad of claw-like blades tear from her body as she rolled away from the blow.
 

Gretch, wheezing with a kunai in her breast, threw another war dart at the dodging woman before disappearing herself, my shield appearing back in my hand.
 

“Sorry Chief,” She moaned from my head. “I didn’t kill her.  I’m not good.”
 

I didn’t have time to console the goblin, the ninja woman was approaching again.  She had lost some of her superhuman grace, but I was nearly incapacitated by pain and weakness, the myriad of lesser wounds adding up to be a serious problem.
 

“I’ve got him,” a sonorous voice boomed from the darkness behind the injured woman. 
 

She stepped aside to reveal the orc samurai as he strode out of the gloom like a demon from hell.
 

Many of the panels were missing from his armor, but he didn’t appear injured as he squared off with me and took a stance, massive sword held out in front of himself.
 

Assuming Axerager was dead, I charged the samurai, mustering all the strength I had remaining.  He smoothly pivoted, massive sword rising… Everything went black.
 

I woke up in the waiting room we had been in before the match, an angry Axerager scowling down at me as I lay on one of the obsidian benches.  I had wondered why anyone had bothered to include seating in a place that was only used for five minutes at a time.  I finally knew.
 

“They got you too, huh?” he spat. “That orc was a nasty piece of work.  Did you get the kitsune, at least?”
 

Trying to shake off my confusion, my hands were checking my numerous wounds to find that my clothes weren’t even torn as I distractedly answered, “I don’t think so.  The samurai came and finished me off in the end, though.”
 

With a curt nod, he banged a gnarly fist against the stone wall and said, “Well, let’s get back and que again.  It’s only one loss.”
 

I didn’t know if my mental state could handle any more combat despite my body being back at full strength, but I nodded and got to my feet.  I could have used a stiff drink at the very least and wasn’t likely to get one in that room.
 

When we emerged back in Rathfuerg, I pulled out my portable light slate and checked to see what the repercussions of losing a PvP fight were.  Not seeing any experience debt or anything, I was about to put the slate away when I noticed a blinking quest icon.
 

Quest:
 

Your thrall, Purple, has been stolen from you.
 

Reclaim your thrall:
 

Reward: 1 thrall, 800 EXP
 

Note:  If you do not reclaim your thrall withing 48 hrs. the contract will be rendered void.
 









15  aftermath



I stared at the quest in shock.  How in the hell had that happened?  She had been perfectly safe in the Brandr compound… right? Well, there was nothing for it but to go retrieve her.
 

“Why?” Skryvonna broke in with her customary ice queen level of frost.  “You hardly know her.  You don’t even want a thrall.  She is a possession that you do not value.  Why risk all of us to chase after her?  Do you want to see those ridiculous tits that badly, human?”
 

I started to respond with some acid of my own out of reflex, but I stopped myself and reevaluated my reasoning.  Skryvonna really did have some salient points, despite how harshly she had delivered her arguments.
 

After a few moments’ contemplation, I answered, “While I don’t consider Purple my possession, I do consider her my responsibility.  I already told her that she was coming with us to somewhere that wouldn’t treat her as an outcast.  Also, in her eyes, I’m her master.” I paused to further organize my complicated feelings on the subject before continuing.  “When I signed that contract, I took responsibility for her, just like I take responsibility for each of you.  While none of you are possessions in my mind, I would fight to the death for you because you’re in my care.”
 

Skryvonna mentally snorted with derision but didn’t object further.
 

“I’m your possession, whether you like it or not,” Gill purred, abruptly breaking my train of thought.
 

“No, damnit,” I started, but Gretch interrupted.
 

“I think you’re mine.  My battlemaster, my man, my Chief, and… my master.  That makes you my possession.  Doesn’t it make him my possession, Gill?”
 

Gill answered in a satisfied voice, ”I’m pretty sure that makes him our possession, Gretch.  After all, he’s all those things for me too.”
 

“Oh yeah… right,” Gretch agreed enthusiastically.
 

“Pathetic,” Skryvonna groused.
 

“You okay, Andric?” Axerager asked, causing me to glance up.  “You’ve been staring at your light slate forever.  You level up or something?”
 

“Nah,” I responded, still distracted, “I don’t really level up.  Someone kidnapped my thrall.”
 

“You have a thrall?” Axerager asked, his eyebrows shooting up.
 

“It’s a long story,” I replied absently.  “I was planning on getting her away from here and releasing her from her contract.  Anyway, I have to go get her back.  Maybe we’ll run into each other again and we can run some more arenas.” I turned toward the road to the Brandr clan estate as I explained.
 

“Well, you’re not going after raiders alone,” Axerager declared, scampering up beside me. 
 

That finally surprised me into giving him my full attention. “Wait, what?”
 

Axerager sighed before answering. “I’ve been going from place to place for nearly a year.  All I do is arenas.  It’s taking me forever to level up.  How long have you been reincarnated?  I know it hasn’t been long because you’re half clueless about everything.”
 

“Umm… a few days,” I responded slowly, still walking out of town as we talked.
 

“Must have been a grog-basher of a few days,” Axerager shot back with a chuckle. “Anyway, I don’t want to go disappointing Barkus.  It’s common knowledge that you must represent your patron well if you get returned as a player.  Arena combat is honorable and all, but I’m bored of it.  My initial plan was to do arenas and climb the ladder to bring glory to Barkus.  It would keep him happy with me, and I wouldn’t have to risk my skin.”
 

I thought back to the final message I had received in the void, something about mediocrity being punished and greatness being rewarded. 
 

“Well, I’m starting to think the arena grind isn’t going to work,” the dwarf continued.
 

“I guess I can see that,” I responded.  “Judging from the experience we got from that fight, it would be a slow climb indeed.  A year seems really slow, though…”
 

“Hey,” he interjected in mock anger. “You can only do three arena’s a day.  It takes a long time.  And I may have taken some breaks after losing streaks.  It can get demoralizing.”
 

Glancing at my companion, I could see from his expression he was underselling the scope of the trials that he had undergone.  I remained silent as we continued walking.
 

A person appeared around a distant bend, traveling at a run towards town.  Eventually I made out a thin human male, dressed only in a loincloth and sandals.  He never spoke, but when he passed us, I realized that he was an elf of some kind. Deciding he must be a thrall about his master’s business, I put him out of my mind as we traveled in silence a while.
 

“All that to say,” Axerager said after a silent mile of travel. “I had already decided to try something different.  I know that questing and such leads to greater rewards.  As soon as you told me where you were going, I received a quest to help yah.  So, I’m going too… if you’ll have me.”
 

“Sure,” I agreed easily.  The burly dwarf gave me a crooked smile before I continued. “I mean, who wants to die alone?”
 

“You won’t die alone,” Gill
thought in a comforting tone.
 

“Regretfully,” Skryvonna added.  “You’ll take the dog and the slut with you, and I’ll be sent back to the void.”
 

I was considering if revoking Skryvonna’s speech privileges would really be all that morally wrong when I spotted a group of figures moving towards us in the distance.
 

“We got company,” I said, pointing down the road at the approaching party.
 

He squinted before declaring, “Blue trolls. We should be fine.”
 

“What are you doing out here with the trolls, anyway?” I asked, as we continued down the path.  “You can run arenas from anywhere, can’t you?”
 

“I like the trolls,” he answered.  “They are less judgmental than the light aligned races.  You don’t have to constantly worry about making the wrong impression.”
 

“Light aligned?” I asked, but before I could get an answer, a patrol of blue trolls broke into a jog, drawing our attention.
 

“Huh,” Axerager said. “They look pissed.”
 

When they reached shouting distance, a muscular and heavily armored female shouted, “Stop right there!”
 

We complied, and I held up empty hands as they closed in on us.
 

“Who the fuck are you two?” the spokeswoman demanded.
 

Her bold but striking features screwed up into a threatening scowl as she leveled a glaive at us.
 

“I’m Andric,” I replied, pointing a thumb at my companion. “That’s Axerager.”
 

“They’re good, Kosh,” a male voice called from the back of the pack.  “The human was Jorgan’s guest last night.”
 

“What’s going on?” I asked, not having seen any patrols the last time I had been in the area.
 

“Red raid,” the woman said, much more amicable now that we had been identified as guests of the Brandr clan.  “I’m sure they are long gone but watch yourselves on the way to the compound.”             
 

“Thanks for the warning,” I replied. “Is everyone alright?”
 

 “No,” she said, anger painting her face again.  “We lost a few warriors.  Bierg got his legs cut off, but they say he’ll live.  Muckfuckers grabbed some thralls and killed Bierg’s favorite dog.  He’s angrier about that than his legs.” 
 

“Shit,” I exclaimed.  “You mind?”
 

I pointed down the road behind her.
 

“Go on.” She waved us off as the patrol started moving again.
 

“Try to keep up, Axerager,” I said as I started a brisk jog towards the Brandr compound.
 

The dwarf sped ahead of me and shot a cheeky grin over his shoulder calling, “Try and keep up!”
 

Soon, we were sprinting down the path eating up the last few miles to our destination.  When the palisade walls came into view, Axerager slowed and waved me to do the same.
 

“Best not to approach an alert fort at a sprint,” he explained.
 

“Good point,” I agreed, but I couldn’t bring myself to slow below a power walk.
 

“You’re pretty fast for a short guy,” I jested.
 

“Agility based class and dwarven endurance,” he responded, not seeming to take offense.
 

I nodded though he couldn’t see it.
 

The compound looked like a kicked hornet’s nest in the late afternoon sun.  Figures were swarming around on tasks that I couldn’t discern.  Groups coming and going were probably more patrols.
 

We got stopped a half mile out by a group of three sentries.  After identifying myself, we acquired an escort to the compound, saving a lot of time and frustration on my part.
 

“Bierg okay?” I asked the thin troll as he led us through the bustle of angry trolls around the palisade.
 

“He’ll live,” our escort grunted. “Going to take a long time for those legs to grow back, though.”
 

“Can trolls regrow limbs?” I asked.
 

“Yep,” Gill answered.  “He’ll be good as new in no time.”
 

“He is low level.” Skryvonna’s mental voice killed my budding relief. “It will take him a long time to regrow anything.”
 

We were led to the great room of the longhouse before our escort peeled off and headed back out.  I looked around, unsure about what to do when Fierg walked into the room from a hallway.
 

“Andric,” he said solemnly when he saw me standing there. “I’m afraid I have bad news.
 

“I got a quest,” I interjected, saving him the trouble of explaining.  “They took Purple, I know.  How is Bierg?”
 

“Could be worse,” Fierg rumbled, face like a thunderhead. “He’s been healed up.  Probably a year or more before he can walk again, though.  I was just going to see him.”
 

Fierg stopped and glanced at Axerager. “Friend of yours?”
 

“Yeah,” I answered.  “We were running arenas together when I got the quest.”
 

“Welcome then, dwarf,” he said.  “There is limited room. Would you mind waiting in the great room while we check on my brother?”
 

“Not at all,” Axerager said, climbing up onto the nearest chair.
 

Fierg motioned to a passing human woman. “Bring the dwarf whatever he wants.”
 

That taken care of, he motioned me to follow and headed off down a wide hallway.
 

Shouts and curses filled the hallway well before we reached Bierg’s sickroom.  As soon as we filled the doorway, Bierg’s bloodshot eyes locked onto me.
 

“They killed Redbane, Andric,” he shouted, teeth bared, prominent tusks protruding.  “They killed my boy.”
 

I rushed to his side, ignoring the bloody towels and bandages, and grabbed his wrist.  He latched onto mine so hard that it hurt, but I just gripped him tighter, trying to force my strength into him.
 

“I know, man,” I said, my own face screwed up in anger as I locked eyes with the fierce troll.  “We’ll get them for you.”
 

After a few moments, searching my face to measure my resolve, Bierg deflated and lay back on the bed.  “Fucking red snakes got my legs too.  I want to get them.  I want to kill them. Me!”
 

He was screaming again by the time he finished.  Fierg joined me at Bierg’s bedside and gripped his brother’s shoulder in silent support.
 

I kept my eyes on his face, never glancing at his legs.  I had seen plenty of stumps and didn’t need to gush over his injuries.  Besides, Bierg didn’t want pity, he wanted vengeance. 
 

In my logical mind, I knew that the red trolls were probably about the same as the blue trolls, but logic had no bearing on my emotions.  Red trolls were now the enemy, only existing to be eliminated with extreme prejudice.
 

“They got Purple too,” he muttered.  “I tried to stop them.  Redbane killed one.  Purple even tried to fight, but there were too many.  I gutted one and lopped the arm off another, but they got my legs from behind.  Circled my shield skill.  Must have been thirty of them.  The paidiskoi of an entire tribe.”
 

Fierg saw my look of confusion and explained. “Paidiskoi are troll warriors under level ten.  Once we reach level ten, we can no longer raid the reds.  They have the same law.  We are technically at peace.  If we warred openly with each other, neither kingdom would allow their warriors to go raiding during the raiding season.”
 

I nodded, understanding the words if not the logic behind them.
 

Bierg continued talking. “They killed a few of my guards and took all the thralls that were out there with us.  We were training the hounds.  Purple wanted to watch so she could better train that white bitch you gave her.  Damn woman wouldn’t shut up about you.”
 

“You stay strong, brother,” I grunted with a hard clap on Bierg’s shoulder.  I turned to Fierg and asked, “You coming?”
 

He just looked at me like I was a dumbass and nodded.
 

I tunrned back to Bierg. “I’ll see you when we get back. I’ll bring you a necklace of red ears.”
 

Bierg grinned fiercely at me, a tear threatening to escape his eyes.
 

“You do that, human,” he rumbled, voice thick with emotion.  “You do that, and I’ll give you a thrall for every pair.”
 

Back in the hall, I turned to Fierg. “You already have a plan?”
 

Fierg nodded. “Father sent runners to summon the clan’s paidiskoi.  We can’t go into red territory with a true warband, but we are bringing who we can on short notice.”
 

“How long until we leave?”
 

“We leave in an hour, regardless of who makes it here on time.  The rest will catch up,” he explained as we walked back to the great room.
 

Axerager looked up, a goblet of wine in his hand, doing his best to look sophisticated with his legs dangling above the floor like the world’s most muscular toddler.
 

“We going to kill reds?” he asked.
 

Fierg chuckled grimly. “I like him.  Remain in the great room.  I’ll be sending in the others as they arrive.”
 

Before he finished the sentence, Vierna swept through the door looking like an extremely tall supermodel with her severe cheekbones and blazing eyes. 
 

“Where is he?” the beautiful fire mage demanded. 
 

Fierg pointed down the hall. “His room is that way.”
 

Vierna nodded and rushed down the hall without another word.
 

“I’ll be back soon,” Fierg said as he exited the building.
 

Sitting at the big table with Axerager, I leaned my head back and closed my eyes.  It seemed like every time I started to find my footing, something else happened that had to be handled immediately. 
 

I had only been here a few days, and I already wanted a vacation.  Well, not alone… I’d take Gretch and Gill.  Hell, Skryvonna could come too.  She could definitely use a vacation.
 

“While I am flattered to be included in your juvenile fantasies,” Skryvonna’s thought voice broke into my daydream. “This is might not be the best time for it.”
 

Damnit, I forgot to shield my thoughts.
 

“Gods damnit, Skryvonna,” Gretch’s shrill thought rang out.  “You could ruin an orgasm in progress.  I wanted to see more of the beaches he wanted to take me to, and you had to remind him.  Bitch!”
 

I expected an explosion that would rattle my head, but Skryvonna just said, “You don’t deserve to hear those thoughts, slut…” before falling silent.
 

Gill ignored the argument and crooned in a relaxing tone, “When you get Purple back, and we all get a chance to spend some time in your Nexus, I’m going to get that oil you used on Skryvonna and massage you until you’re a puddle.  And once you’re too relaxed to stop me…”
 

Voices broke my reverie, and I snapped my eyes open. 
 

A male and female troll had entered the room both dressed in black leather armor.  The female studied me and Axerager appraisingly, the male just looked pissed.  They both wore their purple hair in dreadlocks and wore black leather armor, resembling each other enough for me to guess they were siblings or first cousins.
 

“Who the fuck are you?” the guy spat.
 

The woman slapped his arm. “Brother, they are obviously guests.  Behave.”
 

I stood.
 

“Andric Graven,” I said, reaching an arm out to the asshole male first.
 

“Aelfled,” he spat, grasping my wrist and trying to grind my bones into dust.
 

I grinned and flexed my hand.  I didn’t know what class he was, but strength and durability must not have been his primary stats and taller certainly didn’t mean stronger.  I felt the bones of his wrist grinding despite my own wrist only feeling the strong pressure of a firm handshake.
 

The guy tried to hold his sneer in place, but it was slipping.  I decided to let him go before he lost too much face.
 

Still grinning, I said, ”Nice to meet you, Eelfled.”
 

“It’s Aelfled,” he muttered darkly, surreptitiously rubbing his wrist.
 

“And I am Aelffrith.” The woman introduced herself with a cordial wrist clasp. “Excuse my brother. He’s an idiot.”
 

She then moved to Axerager, giving him a radiant smile as she introduced herself.
 

“Where is Bierg?” Aelfled demanded.
 

“In his room,” I stated coldly, assuming if the guy was welcome then he would know the right room.
 

Scowling, Aelfled strode away.  He went down the correct hallway, so I didn’t bother myself with him.
 

Before I could sit back down, Ulfgar padded into the room like an oversized blue panther.  He nodded and said, “Andric,” as a greeting before ghosting off in the direction of Bierg’s room.
 

Fierg walked back in the front door and noticed Aelffrith.
 

“Good, you met Aelfled, and no one is dead,” he remarked.  “Troat was already here, so we will be heading out as soon as they finish paying their respects to Bierg. 
 

Aelffrith excused herself and hurried down the hall to see Bierg.
 

“We have a plan?” I asked.
 

“Track them, find them, kill them before they make it back to Ceidon.  We’re a border tribe, so they don’t have that far to go.  They are trying to keep new thralls in line, and we are going to be moving fast.” His eyes flicked to Axerager.
 

“I do appreciate your willingness to help, dwarf,” he said in a surprisingly civil tone. “But we can’t slow for you.”
 

Axerager grinned at the towering troll.  “You won’t have to…” 
 

Fierg glanced to me, and I nodded.
 

“Welcome aboard then, I guess,” he said awkwardly. “As long as you’re not above level ten…”
 

Axerager shook his head and drained the wine goblet before hopping off the chair and standing with his massive arms crossed.
 

The others began trickling back into the room.  Troat entered through the main door and nodded to me while shooting a quizzical look at the dwarf.
 

“With me,” I explained, and the skinny healer nodded.
 

Aelffrith was the last to rejoin the group.  She sniffed as if she had been crying but everyone stoically ignored it.
 

With all eight of us standing, the massive great room seemed to shrink.  None of us could be called small.  Sure, Axerager was short, but he was wider than half the trolls in the room.
 

“Alright,” Fierg said, drawing all eyes to him.  “We are going to the south fields.  Obviously, they are fleeing south, but Ulfgar will keep us on their trail.”
 

The silent ranger nodded in agreement when Fierg glanced his way.
 

“We are going to be traveling fast with minimal breaks,” he continued with a glance towards Axerager and me.  “If we catch up with them, we will try and slow the pace before attacking so we can be fresh.  Our best bet will be to pick them off as they travel because we don’t have the numbers to match them in a standup fight.  They are trying to keep thralls with them, and they have wounded, so that will slow them down.  Any questions?”
 

When no one spoke, Fierg strode out the door and straight into a fast jog.  We streamed into the late afternoon sunlight behind him and made two loose lines on either side of the path.  Exiting the palisade gates, we turned south.  Cresting a hill, we came to a broad grassy meadow that was backed by wild growth forest. 
 

Several hard looking troll warriors stood in the field. One of them held the leashes of two massive Cour Hounds, their long ears and drool blowing in the mild breeze.
 

Ulfgar jogged up to the dogs and murmured in their ears while holding a familiar Blue garment to their noses, before slipping the leashes off.   The giant hounds didn’t start baying, but they put their noses down and trotted into the trees with our war party close on their tails.
 

“Barkus be with you,” one of the trolls from the clearing called as we set off through the trees.
 

“Hey Chief,” Gretch said as I bounded through the underbrush, following the troll in front of me. “How come you got so upset about that troll losing his legs?  I mean, I know you like the twins, but you did just meet them yesterday, didn’t you?  Besides, his legs will grow back eventually.”
 

“Yeah Gretch,” I responded, thinking about it. “I don’t know if it’s a guy thing or maybe a human thing, but sometimes you just click with someone.  I haven’t known you for much longer than the twins after all.  Besides, when you fight beside someone it creates a bond.  Maybe a trust thing because they had your back when things got real?”
 

“It’s a male weakness,” Skryvonna said.
 

“Maybe,” I thought. “But I’d rather be weak than not care about the guy fighting beside me.  This is the first time I have heard you talk about all males being weak.  Is that a drider thing, or a Skryvonna thing?”
 

Skryvonna let out a put-upon sigh before answering, “Drider’s have a matriarchal society.  I have been away from my people for so long that I have mellowed.”
 

“No offense, but I’m glad I didn’t meet you when you were a new Summon,” I thought wryly.
 

“Me too,” Skryvonna said, her mental tone a bit melancholy.
 

Not knowing how to react to that, I closed my mind off to the goblin and drider but left a thought connection open to Gill.  She had been less talkative than usual since our escapades in the master suite, and I had been meaning to check on her.
 

“Hey Gill, you doing okay?” I asked. 
 

While I asked the question, I let my undefined concerns about taking advantage of her and whether the bondage play had been too much come to the fore of my thoughts.
 

She remained silent, apparently scanning through my thoughts.  After a few moments, she let out a husky giggle.
 

“Andric,” she said in a husky mental whisper. “That was better than anything that I could have imagined.  I crave to be dominated by my mate.  It’s just who I am.  Gnoll women naturally either dominate or are submissive, and we are taught to identify what we prefer from a young age.  I am a bit of both because I desire to be dominant with the rest of the women in your harem but remain submissive to you.”
 

“You seemed to enjoy yourself,” I thought.  “I’m just checking in to make sure you weren’t having second thoughts.”
 

“I have not been with any gnoll men, but I understand that while dominant in bed, their lovemaking is short and brutal.  You were somehow able to give me the dominance that I crave while making me feel safe, warm, and beautiful the entire time.  I have never cum so hard in my life. I want you to do that to me every second of every minute, of every day.”
 

The sexual tension in her voice had risen higher and higher as she spoke until the last sentence was more moan than words.  I still clearly understood only because we were communicating mentally rather than aloud.
 

“Okay, I’ll stop worrying then,” I thought, having to suppress an actual chuckle from escaping my lips.
 

“Good,” she answered with a playful growl.  “Focus on getting that titty-monster of a troll back and get us to the Nexus, so I can show you how grateful I am that you accepted me.
 

Shaking my head to clear the sexual tension that Gill had instigated with her thoughts and emotions, I returned my full attention to the forest through which we were traveling.
 

The dogs broke trail at a good clip and once we got deeper into the forest, the underbrush opened, and we were able to travel faster.  Beyond the rhythmic footfalls and breathing of my companions, I could hear birdsong and the occasional cry of some unidentified animal echo through the rapidly darkening treescape.
 

“Need to get a Summon that gives me dark-vision,” I thought as I began tripping over roots in the dim light.
 

Apparently, the trolls didn’t have darkvision either because the entire party began to slow, and Ulfgar reclipped leashes to the dogs.  There was no talk of stopping for the night though and I didn’t want to stop anyway.  Hopefully, our quarry would make camp, and we could catch up with them before morning.
 

The light was nearly completely extinguished beneath the forest canopy when the hounds suddenly began whining and trying to run back the way we had come. 
 

Ulfgar tied them to a tree then vanished into the undergrowth.
 

“Ready!” Axerager said, drawing his axe and shield.
 

I moved up beside him, straining to see into the darkness while readying my own weapons.  The others assumed fighting positions based on their classes.  I noticed that Axerager, Fierg, and I were the only front-line fighters.
 

Soon, the crackling of breaking branches drifted from beyond the dark trees before us. 
 

Ulfgar appeared and said, “Owlbears, two of them,” before disappearing into the forest again.
 

I briefly wondered if the owlbears would show up sporting bikinis and boobs, but that thought was crushed when ten-foot-tall monsters crashed through the trees.  The feathery monstrosity in front let out a piercing cry as they both charged.
 

Twin fireballs lanced out from behind me, illuminating the night as they sped towards the hulking monsters.  They impacted with a wump and the owlbears became infernos, but they didn’t slow their charge.
 

Arrows began flying from the trees and striking the lead monster, causing it to shriek in anger.  A ball of cool blue light appeared over the battlefield and cut down the crazy shadows caused by flames that were even now dying as the owlbears closed in on us.
 

Ulfgar roared a challenge and charged, so I did the same.  I dodged under a flailing paw and slammed my club into a tree trunk sized leg, not causing any discernable damage despite the explosion of feathers and the reverberation of a solid hit traveling up my arm.
 

The monster in front of me began shrieking and stumbling around causing me to leap out of the way.  When I got my feet under me, I saw Aelfled astride the monsters’ shoulders, maniacally hacking away at its head with two massive forward-curved kukri knives.              
 

Not wanting to give the thing time to knock the crazy troll from its shoulders, I dove back into the fight, smacking my club against its flailing forelimbs in rapid succession.
 

Crushing Blow activated, crunching into its lead arm.  A bone snapped with a report like a gunshot and the giant creature recoiled.  My reprieve didn’t last long however, as it came back in, beak snapping.
 

In the next moment, I saw a spike leave my armor and strike it in the eye as I dove backwards.
 

Glancing over at the other creature, I saw it had Fierg backpedaling as it focused on him, ignoring the blows raining down from Axerager and Aelffrith on its back.
 

“Gretch, help them,” I ordered as a flaming whip flew by my head and dug a smoking groove into the chest of the Owlbear I was fighting. 
 

I couldn’t have taken a hit from that thing on my shield anyway.
 

My shield disappeared, and I gripped my club in two hands, charging back into the melee.  Our owlbear was stumbling blind, lashing out at random.  I managed to get behind a leg and brought the club down with everything I had on its ankle.
 

Something defiantly gave way beneath the teeth of my club.  With an ear-splitting shriek, the monster toppled to the ground with a thud.
 

Figuring it was out of the fight, I turned to help with the other one, only to see it down, a triumphant Axerager on its back, trident driven into its’s back up to the hilt.
 

I heard a squelch behind me, and the other Owlbear stopped its screeching.
 

Fierg wiped owlbear blood from his eyes, surveying the party.  “Anyone hurt?”
 

After receiving a round of ‘nos’ and shaking heads, he nodded.  “All right, ten-minute break then we move out again.”









16  Dark wood



I slid down the nearest tree and sat at its base to rest.  I hadn’t really registered the fact we were fighting giant feathery bears with beaks before the fight was over. My adrenaline didn’t know whether to surge or crash.  After several slow, deep breaths, my body started to calm down.
 

Looking to my left, I spotted Fierg at the base of another tree, cleaning his weapon.  “You guy have lots of mutant owls running around in this forest?”
 

He looked up at my question, tusks gleaming in the pale moonlight penetrating the treetops. “Fair bit.  There’s about four days hard travel between the borders of the two kingdoms.  We haven’t been at open war in a couple of hundred years, but no one lives in the wildlands between us and Ceidon.  Lots of things thrive out here as consequence.”
 

I suppressed a shudder at his answer.  Too bad all the monsters weren’t hot chicks.  Though to be fair, a ten-foot tall feathery owlbear woman would have been just as deadly as what we faced, so I guessed it didn’t matter.
 

“Not all the races evolved to be humanoid,” Gill said.  “Legend says that all the races were forced to evolve from animals at the same time, though some gods decided to create their own by combining different beasts.”
 

“Hope you guys didn’t have dinosaurs during the great evolution,” I half joked. 
 

Sensing a feeling of confusion from the strange emotional bond that had formed between us, I envisioned a few dinosaurs for her to examine.
 

“Hrmm… some creatures have characteristics that could have come from those…”
 

Reminded about that bond, I put dinosaurs and the mystery of creation out of my mind and willed my light slate to my hand.  After poking around stat pages for a few minutes, I found what I was looking for.
 

Life Bonds:
 

Gretch: LVL-3   6%    6 min. overworld time. 2.32 minutes remaining
 

Gill: LVL-1   56%   1 min. overworld time. 1.00 minute remaining
 

Well, that certainly explained a few things.  I wondered why Gill’s bond was so much lower than Gretch’s.  Surely, it wasn’t just because I had sex with her more. 
 

“It’s because I love you, Chief,” Gretch announced guilelessly.
 

“I don’t think…” Skryvonna began slowly.
 

“Alright, time’s up,” Fierg announced, standing and shaking out his limbs.
 

Once more, Ulfgar took the lead with the hounds, and we set off through the darkness of the forest.  The creepy terrain and the owlbear fight had me on edge, straining my eyes and overanalyzing every sound that drifted out of the darkened forest.
 

After an hour of stressful hypervigilance, it struck me that I was striding through a forest nightscape in the company of six trolls, a dwarf, a goblin, a gnoll, and a drider.  Denizens of the forest beware, I thought with a savage grin. For there be monsters prowling your wood tonight.
 

Gill let loose a playful mental howl, and I felt a thrill run though her connection.
 

“Should have guessed you’d love hunting,” I thought affectionately.
 

“I felt your primal hunter within awaken, Andric,” she thought back, mental voice raspy with excitement.  “I didn’t just hear your thoughts, I felt it.  It awakened a feeling in me that I haven’t felt in so long.”
 

A slight grin stayed on my face as we stalked through the night, still hypervigilant but feeling like the hunter rather than the hunted.
 

After a couple of hours, a strangled squawk arose from beside the trail.  We all pivoted to see Aelffrith emerge through the shadows holding a flailing goblin at arm’s length in front of her.
 

My first impulse was to check on Gretch, but her emotions were calm and curious. Besides, the goblin in Aelffrith’s outstretched hand was male.
 

Fierg walked over and poked the little guy curiously. “What are you doing out here, goblin?”
 

“Can’t say,” the goblin rasped through the hold Aelffrith had around his throat. 
 

She tossed him down since we had her surrounded.
 

“Caught him spying on us from the bushes,” she reported.  “Snagged him just as he turned to run.”
 

“You scouting for someone?” Fierg asked, nudging the leather clad little man with a boot.
 

He looked more like a wiry but short elf in the darkness, except for a set of canines that extended past his lower lip and the red eyes that reflected the light.
 

“Yeah,” the goblin agreed, his face lighting up like he had just got an idea.  “My entire tribe is coming any minute now.  They will kill you just like they did the red ones.”
 

Our entire party perked up and pressed in on the prisoner at that.  Realizing he may have made a mistake, the goblin shrunk back in on himself and held up his hands defensively.  “I mean, if you hurt me. Please don’t hurt me.  They will kill you if you hurt me.”
 

Axerager scoffed, “This fucker doesn’t know if he’s threatening or begging.”
 

A couple of the trolls chuckled darkly.
 

Fierg squatted down and tried a reasonable voice. “We are after the red trolls.  Did your tribe really fight with them, or are you full of shit?”
 

“We fought them. We killed many of them and drove them off,” the goblin declared with renewed vigor.
 

His eyes were wide enough to see the whites all the way around his ruby irises.
 

“Alright,” Fierg declared. “Take us to your tribe.”
 

“What?” The little goblin looked panicked again.
 

“I’ll speak really slow for you,” Fierg growled with exaggerated patience. “Your tribe fought the reds.  We are trying to find the reds.  I want to talk to your leadership about where the reds went.”
 

The goblin was nodding along from his position on the ground by the time Fierg finished speaking.  He slowly got up and pointed. “That way.”
 

“Chief,” Gretch piped up.  “That guy is a dumbass.  Don’t think we are all that stupid, please.”
 

I nodded as we all began to follow our diminutive guide.  “He’s smart enough to be scared shitless.  I doubt he’d seem quite so dumb without all our friends leering over him.”
 

“Oh yea, I didn’t think about that.”
 

Twenty minutes later, a screech rang out in front of us.  “The trolls are back! We’re under attack!”
 

“We’re not under attack!” our guide goblin shout back into the darkness.  “These are different trolls… Nice trolls.  They want to eat the other trolls!”
 

That last bit drew a chuckle from a few of us and our guide glance around nervously, before returning to reassuring his compatriots.  He never slowed his advance on the camp though, so he ended up face to face with the sentry as they tried to outshout each other.
 

It would have been humorous if many more goblins weren’t filtering out of the trees behind the arguing pair.
 

A female goblin, larger and bustier than I expected goblins to get given my limited experience, stepped forward and shouted, “Enough!”
 

The shouting stopped as if the arguing goblins had fallen off a cliff.
 

The larger female was joined by a pair that looked more like squat orcs than goblins as she turned her attention to us.  “So, which is it? Are you here to attack us, or are you chasing the red trolls?”
 

She stood tall and poised, her speech eloquent and refined.  The fringed buckskins she wore appeared well-made and clean. I was having trouble reconciling her as the same race of person as the cringing goblin we had found in the woods.
 

“Hobgoblin,” Gretch informed me.
 

Fierg made a short bow to the dignified hobgoblin.  “We are hunting a raiding party of red trolls.  Your scout informed us that you had fought them and drove them off.  I am also curious how your tribe managed to get here in the borderlands between Erif and Ceidon.”
 

Ulfgar’s hounds were straining at their restraints, still trying to follow the scent that apparently ran straight to the goblin’s camp.
 

After considering for a moment, the goblin woman inclined her head a fraction and spoke. “Verry well, troll.  Call me Jang.  Let us return to our camp and discuss.”
 

Our group followed the goblins. The trees soon thinned out to a clearing lit by a central bonfire.  Several large, makeshift tents made a half circle at the far end of the camp.  Excitement over, goblins streamed into the clearing and took seats and bedrolls in groups around the area.
 

Jang and her two hobgoblin guards seated themselves on a log and we arrayed ourselves across from her.  I noticed quite a few shapes moving in the deep shadows behind us. 
 

Not all the goblins had returned to their beds.  It made my shoulder blades itch to know that there were potential enemies behind us, but there was little I could do about it.
 

Once situated, Jang began speaking. “We are the Black Beetle Tribe. Up until yesterday, we were dungeon goblins.  Swarm came into our dungeon, and we were unable to defeat them.  You may know that swarm destroy dungeon cores and infest the defeated dungeons, using the ambient mana to breed larger and larger broods.”
 

Fierg nodded for her to continue.
 

“Our Master was merciful.  Holding only a few of our strongest warriors back, our master opened an escape tunnel for us and bade us flee.  We are alive, but we also felt our connection to the master severed when his core died,” her angular face fell with that statement but, she rallied herself and straightened her shoulders after only a moment.
 

“We traveled for half a day and found water and this clearing.  Soon after we made camp, your kin, the red trolls descended upon us.  There were only a few goblins in the camp, at the time.  Most of us were out hunting and foraging.”
 

“The chief’s group returned at the sounds of battle, however.  They slew many of the red trolls and drove the others off.” Her eyes narrowed in anger before she continued, “they killed our chief and some of the strongest warriors we had left. Tell me, why do you track the red trolls?”
 

“They killed some of our tribe as well,” Fierg answered.  “They gravely wounded my own brother and escaped with several thralls.”
 

Jang nodded at this.  “What is more important to you, vengeance, or recapturing your thralls?”
 

Fierg glance around our group, his eyes catching on me, before answering, “I can’t speak for everyone in my warband, but those thralls are as much a part of our clan as the warriors that fell in the raid.  Still, they must pay in blood for attacking my clan.  That being said…” He heaved a regretful sigh. “We can’t leave a swarm den so close to our lands.  My people are even now searching for the greater body of swarm as they have been seen in our lands already.”
 

“We may be able to help with one of your goals,” Jang said and motioned to one of the attending hobgoblins.
 

The guy jumped up and trotted away.
 

Following the departing hob with his eyes, Fierg asked, “What will your people do now that your dungeon core is destroyed?”
 

“I do not yet know,” Jang answered. I could see deep weariness in her expression.  “We have only been out of our dungeon for a day, and already we have lost so many warriors and our chief.  I am only nominally in charge.”
 

The remaining hobgoblin warrior looked as if he wanted to argue with her, but he held his tongue.
 

A kernel of an idea began to form in my head, but I held onto it until I could learn more about the situation.  My primary objective was to retrieve Purple, and I didn’t want to say anything that could impede that goal.
 

The hobgoblin that had been sent off, emerged from a tent leading a string of prisoners: two red troll warriors, a male and female elf, and one very lithe catgirl woman with black ears and tail.
 

My heart had begun to swell with hope when the prisoners began appearing but fell just as fast when Purple did not appear alongside them.
 

“May I?” Fierg motioned towards the prisoners.
 

At Jang’s nod, he strode towards the prisoners.  Meeting them halfway, he unslung his axe and beheaded the first red troll with a grunt of effort.  Blood fountained into the air as the body did a short drunken jig before falling. 
 

The other red troll tried to take off, but he was roped to the rest of the prisoners and didn’t get far before Fierg’s axe crunched into his spine between his shoulder blades.  Once he was down and immobile, Fierg walked up beside him and dispassionately claimed his head as well.
 

Several goblins were up and shouting, some even going as far as to draw weapons.  Fierg grimly ignored the ruckus he had created while approaching the elves.
 

I was stunned into inactivity by the sheer sudden brutality of the scene.  Fighting was one thing, but I had not been prepared to witness the abrupt execution.
 

I half expected my friend to go on a psychotic rampage, but Fierg stowed his axe and put a massive hand on each elf’s shoulders before starting a conversation with them too quiet for me to hear.
 

Jang, who hadn’t flinched at the executions, looked to the rest of us and asked, “Did you not wish to interrogate the red trolls?”
 

“No need,” Vierna answered, a hard satisfaction in her voice.  “We can’t be too far behind them.  The dogs still have their scent.  They are tired, wounded, and probably think that no one from our clan is following them.  I imagine we will catch up with them when they make camp for the night.”
 

Fierg drew a dagger and cut free the elves before grasping the rope leading to the catgirl’s neck and walking back towards us with the three prisoners in tow.
 

The elves fell into our ranks and received a few back pats, but the catgirl shot panicked glances around the group and tried to hide behind Fierg.
 

“One of the red’s thralls,” Fierg said, pointing to the stranger with a thumb over his shoulder.  “The elves are Zekan and Tle’aran. They are both druids and helped my brother train the hounds.”
 

It went unspoked that they were thralls of the Brandr clan, but I was beginning to understand that the trolls truly did treat thralls more like involuntary family members than slaves.
 

“Why not take the red warriors as thralls?” I asked.
 

Aelfled muttered and spat at my feet, drawing an elbow from his sister.
 

“Reds won’t allow themselves to be thralls,” Fierg explained with a shrug.  “They would rather die, so I just skipped to the end of the conversation.”
 

Harsh, but this raiding game was deadly serious, so I guessed it was fair.  I couldn’t see any of my blue troll friends submitting to being red thralls, so if the shoe were on the other foot, I imagined they would prefer a quick death to taunts and demands for submission.
 

“Do you want this pantherkin?” Fierg asked Jang.
 

“We do not keep slaves or have a village to house her if we did.”
 

“I may be able to help with that…the village part, I mean,” I said, drawing curious looks from everyone.  “We need to press on, though. There are still red trolls to kill, and at least one more thrall to recover.”
 

Nodding, Fierg turned towards the cat woman, hand reaching for his axe.
 

The woman fell to her knees, bound hands covering her head.  “Please don’t,” she begged.  “I will swear the thrall oath… please.”
 

“You can’t,” Fierg sighed.  “You have to be held for two days to break the previous oath.  We can’t risk taking you with us, and the goblins don’t want you.”
 

“We will keep her here for you,” Jang interjected.  Apparently, she had seen enough executions for the night.  “We will keep her bound and look after her until your return.”  She looked at me.  “I would like to hear how you can help us with a village, human.”
 

“It will have to wait,” I said.  “I have to ask someone, but I may know of a place that can take you all in.  We have to get my thrall back first though.”
 

The regal hobgoblin nodded and motioned towards the panther girl and her bodyguard grabbed the rope and led her back to the tents.
 

“I will send some scouts with you,” Jang announced.  “We have dark-vision, and they know which direction the other trolls went.  I would also like to see them cut down for killing my Chief.”
 

Minutes later, we were headed out the camp, led by a trio of silent goblins, two males and a female.  Unlike the scout that Aelffrith had captured, these three seemed competent.  The males disappeared into the forest, but the female remained just in sight as we made the best time possible through the darkness.
 

Two hours later, the males came back and conferred quietly with the female before she approached us.  I was surprised to see that her buckskin top only covered one of her perky breasts.
 

“I’m sure she would have you, if you asked, Chief,” Gretch helpfully informed me.
 

“Not the time,” I thought back, popping the rest of the dwarf biscuit that I was munching on into my mouth and moving closer to hear what the scout said.
 

“They are ten minutes slow walk in that direction,” she reported, indicating the direction we had been traveling.  “There are ten in fighting shape and four badly wounded.  We are returning to our camp now.”
 

The three melted back into the trees and vanished.
 

“Plan?” Troat asked.
 

“Try to creep up and kill the sentries,” Fierg responded.  “Kill the rest in their sleep.  Ulfgar, circle around behind the camp.  Aelffrith, take east. Aelfled, west.  Give an owl hoot when the sentries are dead and just yell if it all goes to shit.  The rest of us will be close.”
 

Everyone nodded and we crept closer, the three designated assassins spreading out to their assigned quadrants.  My heart began pounding high in my chest in anticipation of the coming fight.  Voice began drifting out of the unseen camp ahead of us.
 

“Just kill the half breed bitch.  She’s a mark on all our honor and she’s slowing us down, constantly trying to fight us.  She nearly bit off Aegir’s fucking nose.”
 

“I’ll kill her all right, but I want to have some fun with her first.  This raid is a total failure.  It’d be a waste not to get anything out of it.”
 

“You two, shut the fuck up.  I’m trying to sleep.”
 

Rage blossomed in the pit of my gut.  I thought that trolls had their twisted sense of honor about thralls.  Apparently, it only applied when they wanted it to.
 

A hand suddenly clamped around my upper arm.  I turned with a snarl to see Verna slowly shaking her head at me.  Only then did I realized that I had been advancing on the red camp, disregarding the plan entirely.  Sliding back down into a crouch, I grit my teeth and waited for the signal.
 

I heard muffled feminine screams after a few minutes and gripped my club so hard I heard the handle creak, desperately trying to stay put but nearly unable to do so. 
 

“Hoo-hoo,” a very realistic owl cry drifted through the trees. 
 

Not waiting or looking around to check on the others, I dashed towards the sound of the woman’s voice.  The trees abruptly ended, and I was sprinting through a clearing towards a low tent with light spilling out from the inside.  A cry went up behind me, but it was cut off with a meaty thud as one of my companions silenced the speaker.
 

Expletives exploded into the night as another red troll saw us before he too was silenced.  I was nearly at the small tent when a red head poked from the entrance.  I swung with all my might, but the head disappeared into the tent before I could connect, my toothed club tearing long rents in the tent instead of the troll’s head.
 

Blasting into the tent, I saw Purple, bound and bedraggled, but still mostly clothed on a sleeping mat.  The red troll was trying to get his pants buckled back when I collided into him with my best linebacker tackle. 
 

We both spilled out the other end of the tent and rolled on the ground, jockeying for position like a pair of feral dogs. I managed to push my club into his snarling face and savagely jerked it sideways, cutting a score of jagged rents into his flesh.  He recoiled from the pain allowing me to break away from his grasp and roll to my feet. 
 

I closed in to smash his head as he was getting up, but he flicked out a hand and a tiny green blob splattered against my face.  Burning pain seared into my face where the liquid hit but, somehow, I had avoided getting any of the substance into my eyes. 
 

“Behind,” Skryvonna barked.
 

I turned to see another red troll dropping his weapon and clutching the long, jagged thorn protruding from his throat.
 

“Nice shot,” I thought as I closed in on my original target with shield up.
 

The wanna-be rapist flung two more spheres of acid at me, but I blocked both on my shield.  I sent my club out in fast chopping blows.  My foe didn’t have the dexterity to dodge them all and was forced to block with his arms.  The toothed club took bloody chunks from his forearms, and I kept advancing.
 

The red troll finally screamed in pain and frustration, turning to run.  He never had a chance.  With the dexterity granted to me by my Summons, I easily caught him and clipped his skull with a reaching shot. Crushing Blow triggered and did exactly what the skill’s name advertised.
 

Turning from my mostly decapitated victim, I sprinted back into the camp.  Running through the tent, I saw that Purple was wide-eyed but unharmed where I left her.  I drew my curved dagger and cut her bindings before pressing the weapon into her hands and rushing back out the front of the tent.
 

After a few steps, I stumbled to my knees. The pain in my face becoming too strong for me to ignore. I saw the rogue-like siblings take out a final red defender as I scanned for Troat. 
 

The acid was still eating into my face, and I was starting to fear it was going to kill me.  Remembering that I had healing potions, I franticly pulled one out and downed the cherry flavored substance to no noticeable effect.
 

“Master,” Purple cried, sliding to her knees beside me. She uncorked a vial and doused my face with the contents.  “It’s a counteragent,” she explained.  “He kept some in his tent.”
 

The pain in my face relented marginally but didn’t even remotely go away.
 

Axerager hustled over to me and gasped. “God’s damnit, boy! Your face is half a skull.”
 

I wanted to shoot him a glare, but I couldn’t move my facial muscles. Downing another healing potion, I continued to desperately scan for our healer. A green glow suffused my body, bringing sweet relief.
 

With a sigh, I fell over onto my side.
 

Troat’s concerned face appeared above me as he tossed another heal.
 

“Thanks,” I rasped, when I could talk again.
 

“By Grolim’s withered heart, Andric,” the healer finally exclaimed, “what the fuck happened to your face?”
 

“That guy,” I pointed in the general direction of the tent without bother to sit up.  “Acid mage or something. Got ‘em, though.”
 

“God’s damn right, he did,” Ulfgars voice called from the darkness.  “Splattered his head over ten feet of ground.”
 

A humorless chuckle left my numb lips as I pushed myself up to a seated position.
 

Fierg crouched down and studied my face before speaking.  “Andric, I know you care for Purple, but can I count on you never to go rushing off into a fight like that again?  We still need to clear the dungeon, but I can’t take you with us if you can’t control that shit.  You could have gotten us all killed running in here like you did.”
 

I hung my head, knowing he was right.  No matter what was going on, I should have retained my military bearing and situational awareness.  If the entire camp had stirred before everyone else had arrived, then we would have been fighting an equal or greater number of similarly skilled fighters.
 

“It won’t happen again,” I solemnly declared, looking up into Fierg’s eyes. 
 

After a moment, he nodded.  “Good.  Now, go collect the ears from your kills.  You promised my brother a necklace.”
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Claiming the ears from Skryvonna’s kill was a simple, if grisly, task.  Finding the ears from the troll I’d brained proved to be a greater and even more disgusting task. 
 

I didn’t take the time to check, but I was pretty sure the system generated a quest on the spot when I offered Bierg a necklace of red ears, and I didn’t want to miss the probable reward. 
 

The rest of the party ransacked the camp, collecting loot before we moved out.
 

“Everyone doing okay?” Fierg asked once we had all grouped loosely around him.
 

A round of nods and confirmations answered his question as he inspected each face.
 

“We are tired from the chase and the fight. I’m considering petitioning the goblins for a place to rest before we take on the swarm,” he said.
 

“Is there a reason we can’t go back and tell the elders about the swarm and bring reinforcements?” I asked.
 

 “Good point,” Fierg said, his brows drawing together in thought. “I hate to give those bugs more time to breed, though.  Every day they are left alone, the threat multiplies.”
 

“Will the bind point still be active even though the core is destroyed?”
 

“Probably,” Troat answered from beside me.  “Bind points can be destroyed, but they run off a different magical source than dungeon cores.  I doubt the swarm would have reason to dismantle it.”
 

Nodding, I continued, “If we can make it to the dungeon’s interior, I can take us all through the bind point and return us to the dungeon.  I can return us to town any time I guess, but I can’t bring us back to the dungeon without activating the bind point.”
 

“Belonia’s tits man!” Axerager exclaimed.  “How much have you spent on your Nexus?”
 

“Enough to get us all through,” I said.  “Who is Belonia, and why does everyone swear by her tits?”
 

Most of the males chuckled, and even stoic Ulfgar cracked a smile. 
 

“She’s the goddess of sex and lust,” Purple said, coming to my rescue.  “It makes sense that she would have a heavenly pair of tits.”
 

She absently gave her own titanic mounds a little shake as she answered.
 

“Good to know.” I cracked a smile myself despite my grim mood.
 

“It’s a good idea.” Fierg brought us back on topic.  “We still have to go back to the goblins and ask them to lead us to the dungeon, though.”
 

I agreed with a nod.
 

He looked around for any more comments before ordering us to move out back to the goblin camp.
 

The fragmented glimpses of sky between the treetops turned from black to the reds and pinks of an epic sunrise by the time we made it back to the goblin camp.
 

In the dawn light, the camp looked more like what it was: a refugee camp of desperate beings.  The large tents were constructed from sewn together waxed blankets, bedrolls still littered the open area between the fires and the makeshift dwellings. 
 

Goblins seemed much more capable of living off the land than your average group of civilized Earth humans though.  A cute female in a tattered apron turned a deer carcass on a spit over the coals of the previous night’s bonfire. 
 

Many of the little humanoids were scurrying about on various tasks with tired, but determined, expressions on their faces. I guessed that the goblins had scouted our return because none of them seemed surprised or alarmed at our approach. 
 

Jang emerged from a tent and intercepted us before we reached the center of the camp, her two male hobgoblin guards flanking her as always.
 

“Did your hunt go well?” she asked, the lines of exhaustion on her face seeming deeper in the light of day.
 

“Very,” Fierg grunted.  “I’m afraid we come asking for another boon from you, however.”
 

Jang arched a delicate black eyebrow.
 

“Would you send a scout or two to lead us to your old home?  We have to destroy the swarm that now reside there.” 
 

As always, I was taken off guard by how cultured Fierg could seem when he decided to be diplomatic.
 

“You are going to try to exterminate the swarm today?  Have you even slept?”  I was touched by Jang’s capacity to be concerned for strangers despite her own people’s situation.
 

“We aren’t going to try to clear the entire dungeon today,” Fierg explained.  “Andric here is a player.  If we can get to the bind point inside the entrance, he assures me that he can return a greater force inside the dungeon’s walls.
 

“Very well,” Jang nodded.  “Would you like to rest before departing?”
 

“Take a thirty-minute break,” Fierg said.  “Get some food in your bellies and rest your legs.”
 

We sank to the ground where we stood.  Purple leaned against me to rest her weary body.  Though delightfully squishy, her large frame threatened to knock me over.
 

“Wait,” I mumbled. 
 

“Oh, Master,” she exclaimed, eyebrows going up in panic.  “I didn’t think… “
 

Sighing and patting the air to calm her down, I scooched around on my butt so we were back-to-back.
 

“Now you can relax against me,” I explained.
 

“Oh, this is quite nice,” she said as  the weight of our bodies balanced out as we used each other for back rests. 
 

“Every soldier in the Army learns this trick in basic training,” I explained, passing the remainder of my trail rations over my shoulder for her.  “Though, my backrest was never so pretty in the Army.”
 

“You shouldn’t tease her, Andric,” Gill thought to me.  “I have seen your thoughts about having a relationship with someone classified as a thrall.  She will probably not understand, so don’t lead her on.”
 

I glanced over my shoulder and saw that Purples cheeks were flushed as she scarfed down the trail mix.
 

“Damn, I didn’t mean anything by it,” I thought, trying to defend myself.  “It’s just a reflex to lightly flirt with friendly, pretty girls.”
 

Surprisingly, Skryvonna answered. “She is an outcast from her society.  Though the Brandr’s treat her well, that was probably the first time anyone has called her beautiful.”
 

“Huh, I really do have to be more careful about what I say.  Thank you Skryvonna. You’re beautiful too, by the way.” 
 

“You are incapable of not compounding your mistakes, aren’t you, human?” Skryvonna thought coldly.
 

“What about me?” Gretch whined, breaking the solemn mood.
 

“You and Gill know how beautiful I find you both,” I replied with a mental smile and pushed warm feelings at Gretch through our bond.
 

She giggled happily, and I felt contentment radiate through the bond.
 

After a time, my thoughts drifted, and my breathing synchronized with the rise and fall of Purple’s rhythmic breaths.
 

“Let’s go!” Fierg’s rough voice split the air, rousing me from that near sleep soldiers perfect if they serve long enough. 
 

I jumped up and helped Purple to her feet, looking into her smiling face.  I suddenly realized that she wasn’t a fighter. I had been blindly assuming she was good to go with us on the mission to tag the bind point in the dungeon.
 

“Purple, what’s your class?” I asked, worried.
 

“Um, you can see my stats on your light slate, Master.”
 

I waved a dismissive hand, not wanting to take the time, and feeling a little odd about viewing someone’s stats who wasn’t one of my Summons.  Sure, it wasn’t logical, but it still felt more invasive somehow.
 

Seeing me still waiting for an answer, she hesitantly answered, “I have some points in alchemy and animal handling.”
 

“So, no combat class?”
 

“No, master, I’m sorry.”
 

Nodding in understanding, but still perplexed about how classes worked, I glanced around and caught Fierg’s eye.
 

He finished tightening a strap on Ulfgar’s armor before walking over, a question in his expression.
 

“Purple is no warrior,” I explained.  “Do you think the goblins would watch over her?”
 

“I’d rather not stay here,” Purple interrupted before Fierg could answer.
 

Racking my brain for a solution, I pulled out my light slate and scanned through the options to verify my idea was valid.
 

“I can send you to my Nexus, I think.  There’s only my Lepun maid there, but I’m sure she could use some company.  My nexus is… expansive, and she’s been alone there for quite a while.”
 

“Please Master, I would much prefer that.”
 

Fierg grumbled and wandered off, not having been needed in the first place.
 

I cast about, looking for something I could give Purple to prove to Elyria that I’d sent her, but came up empty. 
 

“Just, be nice to Elyria, the maid.” I said while tapping the light slate icons.
 

“Of course, Master,” Purple agreed with a happy smile.
 

“And no working, or anything silly.  Feel free to use the baths and claim a bedroom.”
 

Purple opened her mouth to reply, but I hit the final icon and sent her to my Nexus before she got any words out.
 

Looking up from the light slate, I saw the entire group impatiently staring at me.  Shrugging, I dissipated the slate and jogged to my place near the front of the formation. I noticed that the elves were still with us and raised a brow, nodding toward them while looking at Troat.
 

He smirked and answered, “They’re both druids.  Did you not see the many red troll corpses ensnared by their vines?”
 

Shaking my head in the negative, I followed Fierg as we moved out. 
 

Our new goblin scouts, both men sadly, led us through the forest at a rapid pace.  I was riding that false second wind, that one you sometimes get once the sun rises after pulling an all-nighter.  Knowing it wouldn’t last long, I hoped we found the bind point before I really crashed.  Fighting swarm while under the effects of sleep deprivation seemed… inadvisable.
 

Though breaking branches and animal cries were prevalent, nothing attacked our impromptu platoon as we forced marched through the forest.  I tried to remain alert, keeping my head and eyes moving, but the trees were starting to blur together in my vision by the time the goblins slowed.
 

“About, half a mile that way,” one of the little guy’s declared, pointing a slender finger through the underbrush. 
 

The two scouts took off, filtering through the trees without another word.
 

“Ready up,” Fierg said, drawing his own axe and peering into the foliage as if he could force his vision to pierce the broad leaves through will alone.
 

Ulfgar and the Aelf siblings melted into the undergrowth at some unseen signal.  Fierg led the way with Axerager and I on his heels.  The elves followed behind us, and both troll casters brought up the rear. 
 

Tense minutes of silence were broken by a sudden loud squeal and a ruckus ahead of us.  Charging through the trees, we beheld several swarm drones chasing a fleeing Aelfled through the trees.  Every time they nearly caught him, he vanished and reappeared in a nearby shadow.
 

Seeing us, the fleeing troll veered his path to intersect ours.  Once he was close enough, he vaulted clear over me and the other frontliners as we prepared to receive the bug’s charge.
 

The twenty or so drones never checked up but let out squealing cries as they redoubled their speed.  Just as they reached our line, vines lashed out from the forest floor and violently hauled the frontrunners to the ground.
 

My lips twisted into a snarl as I brought my club down, studs first into the nearest monster.  It exploded into ichor as if Crushing Blow had triggered, but I didn’t feel the rush of power I associated with the move. 
 

Realization dawned; I had the strength of arm to smash the things without needing the help of the skill.  My snarl twisted into a savage grin as I stepped forward in lockstep with Axerager and Fierg. 
 

We soon established a brutal rhythm:  smash, step, smash, repeat.  Over half our opponents were dead when the elves stopped snaring the bugs.  Holding the line, I crouched low and deflected scything talons with my shield, having learned through hard experience to keep my legs safe. 
 

The remaining bugs pressured me too much to attack, so I contented myself with furiously blocking with both shield and club, knowing my companions were not idle during the fight, though I couldn’t spare a glance to see what they were doing.
 

 Grunts, war cries and piercing bug squeals filled the woods as we fought on.  Occasionally, Crushing Blow would trigger on a block and shatter an attacking talon; the ground around me had become saturated with sticky, bubbling, hot tar.
 

My enhanced reflexes were put to the test as more and more of the nasty creatures attempted to breach my defenses.  One of the attackers was suddenly struck by an arrow from somewhere.  Its instant death allowed me to cast a brief glance at the battlefield from behind my shield. 
 

Many more than the initial twenty drones were dead and dying but more were streaming in from the surrounding forest, drawn by the cries of their foul kin. 
 

Ulfgar and the dark clad siblings flitted around the battlefield dealing death from behind and afar as Fierg and I stood in the middle of the fight drawing most of the attackers. 
 

Axerager was playing goalkeeper for the casters, impaling anything that rushed the backline.  Vierna stood with Troat and the elves, fire whips lashing anything that got past the furious dwarf. 
 

A talon raked my shield, cutting my survey of the overall battle short.  Secure in the knowledge I was performing my part adequately, I continued my dizzying task of deflecting the myriad attacks aimed at me.
 

Something skittered off my backplate and raked my left tricep, drawing a line of fire along my right arm.  Spinning I blasted the drone into oblivion.  A larger shape drew my attention as I reset my feet.
 

The nightmarish, centipede-like forms of two Drone Hive Scouts, were attempting to cut between Fierg and me.  A couple of arrows jutted from one, but it didn’t seem hindered.
 

Gritting my teeth, I launched myself over the tar surrounding me and into the path of the bigger bugs.
 

They both immediately reared and attacked, getting in each other’s way and allowing me to catch both their attacks on my shield.  I smashed one from over the shield and recovered in time to block the second’s attack. 
 

Another arrow, this one crackling with some magic or skill, slammed into the back of one of the Hive Scout’s head and blasted the life out of it.
 

Knowing the drones, I’d leapt away from were coming; I laid into the remaining hive scout with short chopping blows, triggering my skill and destroying it before spinning to receive the pursuing drones. 
 

Only smoking remains lay where I had expected more foes.  Vierna strolled up behind me with a sardonic grin on her angular face. 
 

Slowly, I rose from my fighting crouch and surveyed the battlefield.  At least fifty broken and twisted bug corpses littered the ground beneath the towering trees.  Troat crouched over a prone Axerager, a green glow enveloping them.
 

Hurrying over, I noted the slashes in the dwarf’s scale greaves as he cursed like a… well, like an injured dwarf.
 

“…Gods damned those fookin’ bugs to the lowest tier of the hells and may Gorpin take their mangy souls,” he snarled.
 

“The poison take him down?” I asked.
 

Troat nodded as the green glow of his healing magic dissipated.  “Despite his bleating like a jackass, he’ll be up in a moment.”
 

Grinning at the dwarf’s dramatics, I remembered I had taken a talon to the arm and rotated the limb to get a look at my wound.  Blood still sluggishly welled from the long shallow wound, but I hadn’t felt any effect of the paralytic venom.
 

“Either it didn’t inject any, or you are now immune,” Skryvonna noted.
 

“Thanks,” I replied, watching the blood continue to ooze down my arm.
 

“You need healing?” Troat asked, standing up from his still cursing patient.
 

“Nah, no sense in wasting your magic on this,” I’ll wrap it up and you can heal it once we’re safe.
 

Nodding again, the skinny healer went to check on the rest of the group.
 

After a short break, we once again headed toward the supposed dungeon entrance.  Our battle must have drawn all the defenders above ground because we met no resistance and shortly arrived at our destination.
 

Unlike the kobold dungeon, this dungeon entrance appeared to be a small keep entrance.  The grey stone tower squatted in the middle of a clearing with a large arched doorway surrounded by arcane symbols.
 

“Andric, with me,” Fierg barked as he headed for the entrance. 
 

I fell in beside him, shield up, as we charged through the dark entryway.  Fierg broke left, so I broke right, instinctually clearing the room as if I had an M4 in my hands instead of a club and shield.
 

“Contact right,” I shouted as I caught sight of the massive swarm warrior emerging from the far hallway.
 

An arrow zipped through the door, its crackling magic discharging into the massive chest of the warrior as it charged forward.  A fireball followed, enveloping our foe in fire, and causing it to screech horribly. 
 

Another Warrior shoved our wounded adversary out of the way and charged into the room, followed by a parade of Hive Scouts and Drones.
 

“Andric, the bind point!” Fierg shouted as he charged the Warrior.
 

Sprinting towards the near corner where I’d spotted the bind point glyph, I mentally commanded, “Gretch, Gill, help them!”
 

My weapon and shield vanished, and immediately an inhuman growling roar echoed around the room as Gill launched herself into battle.
 

“Gnoll!” shouted Vierna.
 

“She’s with us!” Axerager yelled back.
 

I wanted to look because it sounded like a giant wolf was savaging its prey behind me, but I focused on activating the bind point.
 

One hand gripping my dagger, I ignored the growls, cries, and flashes of magic as I doggedly manipulated my light slate with my other hand.  Finally, the message I was looking for flashed on the screen.
 

Dungeon of Goblin Deep (Destroyed) added to your destination list
 

“Got it,” I announced while turning. 
 

My jaw fell open at the sight I beheld. 
 

Fierg was down, being dragged away by Ulfgar.  Gill had filled the breach, her mohawk bristling all the way down her neck as she danced between the twelve striking arms of two swarm warriors.
 

Savage growls escaped her throat as she dodged and struck with preternatural grace.  She didn’t so much block with the shield as use it to strike incoming blows, damaging the attacking limbs with mace and shield alike.
 

Gretch stood behind my lovely and deadly gnoll, a determined gleam in her red eyes as dart after dart left her hands in smooth, fluid motions.  Each dart found an eye, open mouth, or limb joint.
 

Snapping my mouth shut and remembering to breathe, I yelled, “Back to me!”
 

 My weapons back in my hands, I charged into the fray. Talons and claws descended on me like an avalanche, but I snarled in defiance, blocking and dodging, determined to keep the dangerous monsters from the squishier members of our party.
 

Fierg, apparently already healed, appeared beside me, his axe severing a pincer that would have surely disemboweled me.
 

“We have to retreat,” he yelled into my ear.
 

Nodding, I began to give ground.  More bugs spilled into the room now that the doorway was unblocked. 
 

“When you see the fire, run!” Vierna shouted from somewhere behind me.
 

“Roger that!” I acknowledged.
 

Before I could even wonder if she would understand my reply, a wall of searing orange flame sprang up in front of me, enveloping the Warriors Fierg and I were fighting and bisecting the room, blocking the bugs from pursuing us.  ‘
 

Turning and dashing for the door, I followed Ulfgar who was carrying an unconscious Vierna through the door ahead of me.  We burst into the midmorning sunlight and kept running until we were well into the trees.
 

Fierg skidded to a stop and rounded on me. 
 

“Can you get us out of here?” he asked, wild eyed.
 

I clicked through the options.  Letting out a sigh of relief, I saw that we were no longer in active combat. 
 

Briefly scanning the list of ‘guests.’ I verified the entire party was included before hitting the button to take us all to my Nexus. 
 

Curses and grumbles filled the air when the portal stone proved insufficient to hold us all, but a quick head count revealed we were all safely in the Nexus.  Ulfgar still carried an unconscious Vierna, and none of us had escaped unscathed, but we were all alive.
 

A squawk of surprise caused me to glance up and see a flustered Elyria staring at the whole bloody and bedraggled group of us. 
 

Purple, sitting across from the startled bunny girl, reached out a hand and stroked her shoulder while murmuring calming words.
 

The trolls and elves gaped at the lavish living area while Gretch materialized, climbed up my chest, and kissed me soundly on the lips.
 

“You want to take a break here, Fierg, or would you rather go back to town immediately?” I asked while disentangling Gretch and setting her on her feet with a warning look.
 

Fierg shook the surprise out of his head before answering.  “We’d better get back as soon as possible.  I do expect to be invited to dinner once all this is cleared up, though.”  He shot a mock glare at me with his words. 
 

“Open invitation,” I replied with a smile.  “Once I get a chance to buy more food, anyway.”
 

Fierg waved a dismissive hand.  “We’ll have your cut of the loot from the red’s once this is over with.”
 

“Noted.” I laughed. Then, remembering the grisly necklace, I pulled it out of my sack and handed it to my big troll friend.  “Give this to your brother for me.”
 

“You’re not coming?” he asked.
 

“I need to rest before we go back in there.  I’ll be in the town and headed your way in six hours.  You’ll probably need time to get people together and rest yourselves,” I reasoned.
 

“True enough.  Send us to town then, and don’t be late.”
 

It took some jiggering and mental instructions from Skryvonna, but eventually all the party members were whisked to Rathfuerg, leaving me to revel in the near solitude of the Nexus.
 

Strong slender hands slid over my shoulders massaging the back of my neck. I slumped in exhaustion at the calming touch but straightened again, remembering I had much to do before I could rest.
 

Turning, I looked up into Gills smiling face.  “You were amazing back there,” I earnestly complimented her.
 

She responded with a kiss and a wink.
 

I dipped my head and kissed the tip of Gretch’s ear slender saying, “You were amazing as well.  Thank you both.  I’m going to take a bath.  I want to visit the kobold dungeon before I sleep, and I need to look presentable.”
 

Gill chuckled huskily, grabbing my hand, and leading me to the bath.  “Surely you don’t think we are going to let you bathe alone,” she teased.
 

“Um, do you require our assistance?” Elyria asked, blushing. 
 

Both her and Purple were on their feet and looking toward me. 
 

“Uh, no… thanks,” I stammered, having nearly forgotten they were there in my sleep befuddled state.
 

“Do you think you could fix a light meal for me while I take a bath?” I asked.
 

“Silly master,” Purple chirped.  “You just tell us what you want.  You’re Elyria’s employer and my master.  No need to ask politely.”
 

“Well, I order you to get used to me asking nicely,” I grumbled with a defeated shrug.
 

Skryvonna chose that moment to detach herself and materialize.
 

Elyria squeaked, and Purple dropped into a crouch.
 

“This is Skryvonna,” I said then realized that Purple didn’t know any of my Summons.  “This is Gretch and Gill.  All three are my Summons. You don’t need to be afraid of them.”
 

“Girls, as you already know, this is Elyria, our new maid, and Purple, temporarily my thrall.”
 

Purple straightened up and squawked, “Temporarily?”
 

“I plan to break you contract and let you free as soon as we find a place you would like to stay.”
 

Purple’s lower lip trembled around her tusks. “I don’t know how to be free.  You should have just left me with the Brandr’s if you don’t want me.”
 

“No… I don’t not want you…,” I fumbled, trying to salvage the situation. “I’ll take care of you as long as you want.”
 

Purple turned away from me, her shoulders squared.
 

“Go take your bath, idiot,” Skryvonna hissed.  “I will try to salvage the damage you have caused.”
 

Not entirely sure Skryvonna was the person I wanted soothing the troll’s feelings, I gave her a long look
 

“Go,” she repeated, making shooing motions with her hands.
 

Finally deciding that I was too tired to do anything about it myself, I gave in to Gill’s gently tugging arm and let myself be led to the baths.
 

 “She can handle it,” Gill reassured me as we walked down the hall.  “It’ll be fine.”
 

“I’m sure the scary scorpion lady will make her feel right at home,” Gretch happily declared.
 

As soon as I entered the baths, Gretch and Gill started pulling at my clothes.  Not wanting to disappoint them, I didn’t fight it, though I was so tired I had doubts about how well I’d be able to perform.
 

Giggling, Gretch fell to her knees in front of me to get my pants off.  When my member sprang free, it bobbed in her face, just above eye level.  She reached for my half erect cock, her ruby eyes sparkling, but Gill stopped her.
 

“No, Gretch, Master is tired and wants a bath.”
 

The lusty goblin shot Gill an incredulous look.  “I thought the whole point...”
 

Gill knelt behind Gretch and began running her fingertips gently over the horny goblin’s arms, shoulders, and upper breasts.
 

“Do you trust me, Gretch?” Gill asked, her voice sultry.
 

Gretch cast a longing look at my shaft before sulkily nodding.
 

Not knowing what Gill was doing, but intensely curious, I remained silent.
 

“Good,” my sexy gnoll purred into Gretch’s ear before extending her long tongue and slowly licking that ear from lobe to tip. 
 

When she reached the pointed tip of the slender green ear, she used her tongue to curl it into her mouth and sucked it gently.
 

“Oh Gods,” Gretch squeaked, and I saw goosebumps rise across her exposed skin.
 

“Be a good goblin and help me take off this armor,” Gill said, her voice husky.
 

Gretch nodded and stood, reaching for the clasps on the leather armor, but Gill held up a hand and stopped her.
 

“When I ask you to do something in private, I would like you to answer, yes Mistress or no Mistress.  Is that ok with you, Gretch?”
 

“Sure,” Gretch replied with an enthusiastic smile and an excited little bounce that did amazing things to her body.
 

I wondered if BDSM was already a thing in the world, or if Gill was just a particularly fast study.
 

Gill, still on her knees, smiled at Gretch’s compliance but quickly replaced her grin with a stern expression.
 

“That’s a good goblin,” she purred, “But you didn’t reply correctly.”
 

Gretch looked confused for an instant before realization dawned, and she quickly replied, “yes Mistress.”
 

“It’s ok, pet,” Gill pouted in a sorrowful tone. “But you still have to be punished.  Turn around, bend over, and hold on to Master’s legs.”
 

From Gill’s wagging tail and the barely contained mirth in her expression, I could tell she was having the time of her life.  I glanced at Gretch to see an excited smile on her open lips as she hurried to comply.  Well, if everyone was into it, who was I to stop it?  Still, I had to set some ground rules before allowing things to progress any further.
 

“Gretch,” I said, causing her to look up at me in apprehension.  “Do you remember me telling Gill about safe words last time?”
 

Gretch nodded.
 

Gill immediately smacked her ass.  “Is that how you address our Master, Pet?”
 

“Yes, Master,” Gretch said, catching on and leering up at me with excited eyes, a line of drool escaping her full lower lip.  She rubbed her thighs together causing her thick ass to bounce in enticing ways.  The sight of her bent over in front of me wantonly wiggling her big ass in its leather thong was nearly enough to make me lose my train of though. 
 

“The safe word is ‘Blue’,” I said, forcing myself to sober up a bit.  “If either of you says blue, everything stops and we’ll check in, okay?”
 

“I’ll never say blue, Master,” Gretch declared.
 

Brow furrowed, I knelt in front of the horny little goblin so she could see how serious my expression was.  “If you don’t like anything that’s happening, I order you to say ‘blue’.”
 

Eyes wide, Gretch nodded and said, “Yes, Master.”
 

Well, there were some benefits to being completely in control of Gretch.  I could use the magical compulsion to protect her from herself, at least.
 

Standing back up, I glanced over Gretch to the still kneeling Gill and gave her a nod to continue.
 

“I didn’t hear you say, ‘thank you, Mistress,’ on that spank, Pet,” Gill cooed, rubbing her hand gently over the green ass in front of her face.
 

“Oh,” Gretch gasped, “I’m sorry Mistress.”
 

Smack
 

“Thank you, Mistress,” Gretch groaned, sounding truly thankful while continuing to furiously rub her thick thighs together causing her asscheeks to slowly bounce and sway.
 

Smack
 

“Thank you, Mistress.”
 

Smack
 

“Thank you, Mistress!”  On the third and hardest spank, she nearly shrieked her thanks, practically gyrating in her attempts to stimulate her greedy pussy by thigh friction alone.  Her hands dutifully remained locked around my upper legs and her hungry gaze never left my now fully erect cock bobbing before her face.
 

“Now, Pet,” Gill tried to sound stern, but excitement bled into her voice, “Take our Master’s clothes the rest of the way off.”
 

“Yes Mistress.” Gretch lept to obey, nearly knocking me down to get my boots and pants off. 
 

Chuckling, I leaned a hand on her shoulder to assist by raising my legs one at a time, then took my shirt off, myself.
 

Gill sat back and watched with an amused smile on her lips and a hungry gleam in her honey-colored eyes.
 

“What now Mistress?” Gretch asked excitedly though her eyes stayed locked on my manhood and her hands kept twitching toward it.
 

“Now my armor,” Gill commanded.
 

With one last longing look at my ridged shaft, she turned and bounded onto Gill, her nimble hands making short work of the latches and buckles.  Pieces of leather armor rained on the marble floor as Gill stifled a chuckle.
 

When she was down to her one-piece bodysuit, Gill gracefully rose to her lupine feet and held out a hand to stop the eager goblin from ripping it off her body.
 

Gretch and I both watched in anticipation as Gill slowly pulled the straps down her shoulders, one at a time, before peeling the fabric away from each individual breast.  One dark silver nipple after another popped free as each large breast was tantalizingly revealed. 
 

Though nowhere near the size of Purple’s titanic melons, Gill’s breasts were firm and large on her athletic frame.  I had to stop myself from closing the distance between us, gathering up her glorious tits in my hands and sucking those already hard nipples.
 

I wanted to give the proud gnoll the control she clearly desired though, so I contented myself with watching and waiting for what she had in mind next.
 

Gill continued her slow striptease, pulling the undershirt down to expose her toned torso.  She paused before her hips and looked into my eyes with a wink and an air-kiss. 
 

Then, she pulled the fabric lower, exposing her sharply defined lower abdomen and prominent pubic mound.  Her pussy already swollen and dripping with excitement.
 

Gloriously nude, Gill crooked a finger at Gretch, who came to her as if pulled by an invisible string, eyes wide and roving over Gill’s exposed body.
 

Turning the goblin to face me, Gill knelt behind her and began slowly and methodically undoing the belts that made up Gill’s clothing.  Gretch squirmed, staring at me with glazed eyes and in a state of euphoric sensory overload.
 

Deciding to give her a show, I slowly stroked my meat, maintaining direct eye contact as her belts and loincloth were removed to expose her tight torso and plump lower body.
 

Once she had her new pet nude, Gill began to run her hands up and down the front of Gretch’s body.  She watched my reaction from behind the now trembling goblin.
 

Strong, slender hands cupped small green breasts and tweaked the radioactive green nipples, drawing out a cry of ecstasy.  Gill slowly slid one hand lower down toned, green stomach until it rested between plump dusky green thighs.
 

Whimpering, Gretch started thrusting against the hand cupping her sex, already desperate for release. 
 

Gill suddenly stood and delivered a sharp smack to Gretch’s ass, causing a pleasant jiggle to all the interesting parts and an indignant squawk from the entranced goblin.
 

“Are you ready for your bath, Master?” he asked with a predatory smile.
 

I nodded at the showers. “I was going to take a shower first, before soaking.”
 

“Shower?” Gill asked, perplexed.
 

“I’ll show you,” I answered with a chuckle, leading both curious monster-girls over to the bank of showers.
 

They reacted with amazement and joy as I explained how it worked and got the water up to temperature. 
 

“Once I get clean, we can move to the bath and soak,” I explained.
 

Gill whispered to Gretch, who scurried over to my discarded pack and returned with the lie soap that I’d purchased for armor.
 

“Good thinking, sweetie,” I said, reaching for the soap.
 

“We will wash you, Master,” Gill declared, intercepting the sudsy bar before I could reach it.
 

I just nodded and moved into the hot stream of water, closing my eyes against the spray.  Damn a hot shower feels good after a few days in the field.
 

Gills strong hands pushed into my short hair and began massaging my scalp as Gretch’s more delicate touch started at my waist.  That common magic that made someone else’s hands scrubbing your body feel so good kicked in and the stress drained from my shoulders.
 

Large slippery breasts pushed into my back as Gills slender fingers massaged my scalp, nearly causing me to melt in pleasure.  Gretch’s small hands scrubbed my abs and hips before she wedged herself between us and started on my ass.
 

“Make sure you get all of him clean,” Gill murmured from close to my ear.
 

I spread my legs to help as Gretch’s gentle touch slid between my asscheeks, cleaning every inch of me.  She didn’t get too frisky back there and soon moved back around to the front and began a very thorough cleaning of my groin, saving my cock for last.
 

By the time her soapy hands wrapped around my shaft, I felt emersed in a galaxy of pleasure. Eyes closed and facing the pounding water, I basked in the sensations of slippery hands, breasts, and legs rubbing against my body.
 

Suddenly, a warm, soft sensation enclosed the tip of my manhood, making me groan.
 

“You can only have that if you put it all the way down your throat,” Gill chided, her face beside mine.
 

She’d dropped all pretense of washing and was just rubbing her body against me now.
 

“Wes mrewstew,” Gretch mumbled around my cock before I felt the warm constriction of her throat as she forced me deeper.
 

“Deeper, Pet,” Gill ordered.
 

I couldn’t help but glance down to see Gretch struggling to get more of me down her throat.  She gagged a couple of times, her compact body curling up like it always did. 
 

Pulling her mouth off my shaft, she looked up into the spray with a cough.  “Will you force my head down master?” she asked in absolute sincerity.  “I know it will fit but I need help to get all the way down.”
 

“Sure, sweetie,” I replied, dropping a hand atop her fine wet hair.  “Whenever you’re ready.  Remember to tap twice to be let up.”
 

Taking a deep breath, Gretch hungrily dove back down on my root.  When she reached the three-quarters mark that she achieved last time, I gently pulled her into me, while slowly thrusting.
 

The incredible sensation of being entirely engulfed lasted for five long seconds before Gretch popped off me with a sputtering gasp.
 

“I will show you how,” Gill said, her chin resting on my shoulder.
 

“But I want his seed, Mistress,” Gretch pouted.
 

“Oh, you want to talk back to your Mistress?” Gill asked, her tone hard.
 

“No Mistress. Sorry Mistress,” Gretch hurriedly assured her.
 

“It’s too late, Pet, but I’m not heartless.  I will give you his seed. Please turn off the water, Master.”
 

Curious to see where this was going, I reached over and killed the water, my earlier lethargy long forgotten.
 

“You may sit beneath us, and watch,” Gill stated, stepping between Gretch and I, her large tight ass against my straining cock. 
 

“Master,” Gill said, her golden eyes meeting mine over her shoulder, her voice now pleading and submissive.  “Please fill me up, so I can feed my naughty pet goblin.”
 

Not needing to be asked twice, I lined myself up with her wet hole and seated myself in one fluid motion.
 

“Oh, fucking Gods,” Gill moaned hoarsely.
 

“Gretch,” I called, not beginning to thrust yet.
 

“Yes master,” her excited voice drifted up from somewhere beneath Gill’s bent body.
 

“Play with your Mistresses pussy while I fuck her, please,” I instructed.
 

“Yes master,” she replied with a quiet snicker.
 

Judging by the sudden twitching of Gill’s insides, she didn’t waste any time complying.
 

I began pumping with smooth, long strokes. After a minute, I gathered Gill’s arms in my hands, pulled them behind her back, and used one hand to grasp both her wrists to control her body. 
 

Seconds later, Gill was letting out little shrieks every time I bottomed out, the muscles of her thighs and ass spasming. 
 

“Don’t you dare fall,” I growled, increasing the pace.
 

“Oh fuuuuuck!” she shrieked, her muscles jumping and the walls of her sex seizing spastically around my length.
 

I felt a tongue graze my balls and realized that Gretch had somehow wedged herself far enough under us to reach Gill’s clit with her tongue, despite the rough motions of our joining.
 

“Don’t… ever… stop…  Masterrrr,” Gill cried as another orgasm sent wracking waves through her body.  I had to use her pinned wrists to keep her from falling onto Gretch.
 

Feeling my own orgasm approaching, I panted, “I need you to stay standing a little longer.  Can you do that for me Gill?”
 

“Yes Master,” she cried.  “Please fill me up.”
 

The overwhelming eroticism finally overcame my resistance and I pumped rope after rope of hot cum into my sexy gnoll.  Hunching over her back, I reached under her and gripped her pendulous breasts as the last of my orgasm ran its course.
 

Willing myself to stay upright, I extracted myself and helped Gill collapse to a sitting position.
 

Gretch, still crouched on the shower floor looked hungrily at Gill’s leaking slit and asked, “Can I have his seed now, Mistress?”  An evil gleam lit her crimson eyes as she added, “you promised.”
 

Gill nodded, nearly insensate, but that was all the permission Gretch needed. 
 

She dove between Gill’s legs and began lapping with her long dexterous tongue.
 

Gill’s eyes flew open, and she squeaked, “Too sensitive.”
 

“You did promise,” I pointed out, trying to keep the amusement out of my voice.
 

Gill set her jaw and grabbed her knees to keep her legs from snapping shut as Gretch slurped at her battered sex.
 

I leaned against the shower wall to get a better view.  Just as Gill started to relax, Gretch extended her ridiculously long tongue and buried it in the poor gnoll’s dripping pussy.
 

In less than a minute, Gill was panting wantonly and grinding her mound against Gretch’s face, desperately trying to get more of the goblin’s wiggling tongue inside her.  Gretch happily licked and sucked, making lewd noises without a single shred of shame.
 

“Cumingggg!” Gill announced, hunching her body over and gripping Gretch’s head with both hands, hips bucking uncontrollably.
 

When the orgasmic spasms subsided, Gretch popped her head up and took in a great gasp of air, eyes roving, until she spied my reawakened cock.
 

Hopping up off the floor the insatiable goblin announced, “My turn!”









18 down time



Climbing out of the hot bath, I reached to accept the towel Gill held for me.  Despite spending the majority of the last hour fucking each other’s brains out, I still couldn’t get enough of her sleek, grey body.  I watched as a few errant water drops trailed down the swells of her large breasts to drop forgotten to the floor.
 

Gretch walked past me and casually tweaked dark grey nipple on her way to retrieve her own towel, drawing an indignant yelp from Gill which snapped me out of my contemplation of water droplet hydrodynamics.
 

“Shit, we’ve been in here too long,” I said, shaking my head to clear it.  “We have a lot to do and not much time to do it.”
 

“What do we have to do, Chief?” Gretch asked, gathering her belts off the ground, and giving me an amazing view of her plump green ass.
 

“Sleep, for one,” I responded.  “Need to clean your weapon forms before that.  Then we’ve got to go to the kobold dungeon so I can ask if it wants the goblin refugees.  We’ve probably got five hours to get all that done before we have to get back to Rathfuerg and take the troll war party to the dungeon.
 

“We better get you in bed then,” Gill said with a grin.
 

I shook an admonishing finger at her.  “I don’t know if you guys get tired, but I really need some sleep.”
 

She just giggled while squeezing herself back into her armor.
 

Once we were all decent, we filed out of the baths and back into the common room where Elyria and Purple avoided looking at us.
 

Not interested in creating a strained environment, I plopped down into a nearby overstuffed chair and set my bag at my feet.
 

“How was everything while we were gone, Elyria?” I asked the bunny girl in a matter-of-fact tone.
 

“Good, sir,” she replied, looking at her hands in her lap.
 

“I’m not going to bite you,” I laughed.  “Do we need anything else in the Nexus?”
 

She looked up at me, her huge crystal green eyes unsure.  “Um, there are many things you could use here, sir.” 
 

“Great,” I said, clapping my hands.  “Can you handle picking it all up, or should I come with you?”
 

“Oh, Sir shouldn’t do his own shopping.  That’s why you hire servants.  Though, I understand if you don’t trust me enough to shop unsupervised.”
 

I waved the idea of not trusting her off, but privately wondered if it was actually a good idea to send her off with my money.  She could just run off with it.
 

Not getting any mental replies to my musings caused me a bit of discomfort. 
 

Glancing around I found Gretch, and Gill seated at a desk discussing something.
 

“Gretch, can you find Skryvonna, and ask her to come here?” I asked before turning my gaze back to Elyria.  She looked so vulnerable and cute with her drooping bunny ears and worried expression.
 

“I have to wait until we get more silver from my latest adventure, but when I do, we’ll try to make some time for shopping, okay?  I’ll go with you as a pack mule, not as supervision.”
 

She cracked a little smile at that and nodded in agreement. 
 

“If there is anything that we need immediately, let me know.  I have some money and we can just get it off the auction.”
 

Purple, who seemed recovered from her earlier discomfort, spoke up, “I would like to visit the baths.”
 

I glanced at her and was surprised to note she was still dirty and wearing the same torn clothing she’d been wearing when she was abducted.
 

Turning back to Elyria, I asked, “Have you figured out the showers and baths yet?”
 

“No sir,” she replied.  “I have stayed in the kitchen, sitting room and the room that I picked out.  I didn’t want to go through your things.”
 

“You haven’t used the bathroom?” I asked, concerned.
 

“Oh…” She actually laughed lightly. “Yes, the common one over there.” She blushed scarlet all the way down to the tops of her delicate breasts.  “I, um… can’t figure out how to change the privy, though.  It seems to be bolted to the floor.”
 

I stood with a chuckle and impulsively stroked one her long ears.  The soft fur silked through my fingers like the finest velvet.
 

She shivered and squeaked, causing me to realize what I realized what I’d just done.
 

“Oh shit, I’m so sorry,” I blurted. “I shouldn’t have done that.  I’m really sleepy, ignore me.”
 

“It’s fine, sir,” she said demurely.  “I quite like having my ears rubbed.  I just… wasn’t expecting it.  Most humans dislike beastkin.”
 

Nodding in relief, I noticed that Gretch was proudly marching back into the room, leading an irritated looking Skryvonna.  Calling out to everyone, I said, “come here guys. I’ll show everyone how to flush the toilet.”
 

I received some curious looks but ignored them, as I led five beautiful and exotic women to the bathroom connected to the sitting room.  As I drew near, I realized that I should’ve aired out the bathroom first.  None of the women so much as batted an eye at the smell, so I pretended not to notice.
 

Flushing the toilet without looking, I turned and addressed the class as they pressed into the bathroom with me.  “Every time you use the toilet, you just press down this little lever and the water takes the waste away.”
 

“Let me try!” Gretch called, way more excited than I felt the toilet warranted.
 

“Sure, I said, pressing into the delightful bodies behind me to make way for the fascinated goblin.
 

She depressed the lever, then squealed in delight as the water swirled down the bowl. 
 

“It’s a magic chamber pot,” she announced.
 

Purple laughed and ruffled the goblin’s fine black hair.  “It’s plumbing, little one.”
 

Gretch narrowed her eyes before saying, “Fine, it’s magic plumbing.”
 

Struggling to contain my laughter, I just nodded and hid my face as I turned to the sink and twisted the knobs to get the water started.  “You can wash your hands here. The right knob is hot; the left is cold.  That’s about it for magic plumbing.”
 

Just then, I caught sight of my face in the mirror.  An angry purple splotch covered one cheek extending down below my jaw and hooking around my chin.  Touching it, I noted that it didn’t hurt. 
 

Oh well, you weren’t that pretty to begin with, I told myself.
 

Most of them nodded at my instructions, though Skryvonna just rolled her four eyes and left the bathroom.
 

Gently pushing my way through the crowded doorway, I stopped her with a hand on her shoulder.
 

When she whirled on me, tail poised to strike, I held my hands up in surrender.
 

“What is it, human?” she demanded.
 

“I need you to equip up for a bit,” I said.
 

She let out an exasperated sigh but dissipated, and my armor appeared on my chest.
 

“Gill,” I called, turning to the others. “Would you mind taking Elyria and Purple to the baths and showing them how the showers and such work? I’ll explain the sauna when we have more time.”
 

“Sure, Andric,” she replied with a toothy smile.  “What is a sauna anyway?”
 

“It’s a steam room.  It’s very relaxing, but we don’t have time for it right now,” I answered, returning her grin.
 

“Yes, master,” she replied, her smile turning predatory.
 

“I thought he didn’t want us calling him Master,” Purple said, confused.
 

“Don’t worry Purple,” Gill said, stroking the troll’s shoulder.  “You are very beautiful.  I’m sure you could earn the right to call him master, if you wanted to.”
 

“Go you,” I said, feigning anger.  “I won’t punish you if you don’t behave.”
 

Elyria’s brow wrinkled cutely, “You won’t… “
 

Gill laughed her hyena laugh, cutting off the lepun woman’s question as she placed her hands on the backs of her charges and hustled them down the hall. 
 

“You haven’t lived until you’ve experienced a shower,” she declared as they moved out of sight.
 

Sighing, I dropped back down into the overstuffed chair that I’d left behind and began rummaging through my bag.
 

“Is there a reason that you are wearing me in the Nexus, or did you just not wish for me to scare all your little friends?” Skryvonna snarked in my mind.  “I was perfectly content to remain in my room.”
 

Rather than answer, I began laying out cleaning materials on the arm of the chair.  Apparently, she noticed, because there were no more snarky remarks as I prepared to do a good cleaning.  I found myself wishing I could feel her emotions like Gretch and Gill.  It would certainly make communicating with her easier. 
 

That got me thinking about why I could feel the emotions of my wives, which caused my mind to start conjuring images of Skryvonna’s naked form when she had first been summoned and had awkwardly tried to seduce me.
 

“If you find me that appealing, why did you toss me aside for that wretched little goblin?”  Skryvonna’s mental voice held actual curiosity rather than the cold disdain that I was accustomed to from her.
 

Mildly embarrassed to have been caught thinking about her, I suppressed my thoughts before answering.
 

“I still don’t know exactly what the ramifications are for sleeping with any of you.  If you’d jumped on me like that while I was out drinking at a bar, I’d pound you into the nearest flat surface.  Don’t take that to mean I don’t find Gretch equally appealing.  She just seemed to have the least ulterior motivations.  Also, that casual condescension thing you have going, doesn’t do much for me.”
 

As I was ‘talking,’ I materialized the armor into my hands and began vigorously scrubbing it with soap and water.  It was making a mess on the floor, but I’d picked this chair specifically because there was no rug under it.  The stone floor would be easy enough to clean.
 

Skryvonna mentally sighed before replying, “You seem to have added the gnoll to your harem without too much trouble.”
 

“Yes, but I did my best to clarify what it meant and verify that it was what she really wanted before agreeing to take her to bed.”
 

“So, what I want is of no concern to you?”
 

“You haven’t shown any interest in me since the first day.  I have no idea what you want, Skryvonna.”
 

“Well, I don’t want you anymore.”
 


I thought I could make out a faint tremble in her voice, though whether it was the topic, or my cleaning I didn’t know.  Just in case it was the cleaning, I redoubled my efforts, scrubbing harder and firmer.  Petty… sure.  But cleaning the armor was the only thing that seemed to make a dent in her ice princess persona.
 

“That’s good to know,” I replied lightly.  “I’ll be sure not to make any advances on you in the future.  I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable.”
 

“Do you want to send me back to the void?”  Was that a tiny bit of insecurity in her voice?  Nah, couldn’t be.
 

“Of course not, Skryvonna,” I said, sincerely.  “Your council has kept me from making horrible mistakes several times in the last few days.  Not to mention that you are amazing armor and, have quite literally saved my life at least twice.  Honestly, I don’t know what I would do without you.”
 

“Three times,” she muttered.
 

“I honestly can’t keep track,” I thought, while switching to the polishing oil.
 

“Damn the gods! Why did they have to make this feel so good?” Skryvonna’s accent thickened in pleasure as she complained.
 

Pretending that the question wasn’t rhetorical, I answered, “No idea, but I’m glad that there is something I can do, that’s nice for you.”
 

“Shut up, idiot,” she snapped.
 

Smirking, I focused on thoroughly polishing every nook and cranny of the armor.  After a time, I made out muffled moans in my mind and wished again for an emotional bond so I could truly know how the prickly drider felt. 
 

Not physically, or metaphysically in this case, but emotionally.  I honestly didn’t care if she wasn’t romantically attracted to me, having plenty of attention directed my way by my new wives.  But I did want her to be as content as I could make her. 
 

Laughter spilled out from the hallway, putting an end to my musings.  The girls burst into the room, followed by the sharp smell of lye soap and cleanliness.
 

They made quite a site. Gill and Purple towered over the other two, being of like height but drastically different in build.  Gill embodied a hard blade, compared to the lush curves of the purple troll. 
 

Though her breasts were quite large, they fit her equally large body.  Purple’s chest was ridiculous even for her height and soft curves.  Either of them would have terrified me had I met them in a back alley in my old world. 
 

Elyria stood between the tall pair, a little over five feet tall, though her erect ears extended her height a bit.  I noted she must be happy or comfortable for her ears to be standing straight up like that.  Her body was slim and delicate looking beneath the casual rough clothes she wore.  I made a mental note to buy her better clothing when I got the chance. 
 

Gretch, though the shortest by far, dominated the group with her garrulous personality.  Walking backwards, she animatedly described something, making sweeping hand motions and bouncing along down the hall.  Every sleek muscle in her back, ass, and legs could be seen working together as she hopped and gesticulated before the other three.
 

All of them wore smiles which brought a smile to my own face.
 

“Humph,” Skryvonna exclaimed.
 

Noticing I’d ceased polishing while admiring the others, I put my head down and resumed my work.  As much as I enjoyed teasing Skryvonna, there was too much to do for me to really linger over the job.
 

Gretch eventually spun around and noticed what I was doing.
 

“Cleaning!” she exclaimed throwing her hands in the air.  “Do me next.”
 

“Sure sweetie,” I chuckled with a grin.  “I’m almost done with Skryvonna.”
 

Skryvonna mumbled something incoherent in my mind, but I ignored it in favor of finishing her up faster.
 

“Oh, we made you breakfast,” Elyria squeaked. “I totally forgot.” She rushed off into the kitchen.
 

Purple grinned and removed a towel from her head, freeing the long mass of wet red and blue hair to stream down her back.
 

“I’ll go help her,” Gill announced, gliding through a door into the kitchen.
 

Purple sat across from me and Gretch jumped up onto the chair and squirmed into my side.
 

“So, Purple,” I began. “You have the alchemist skill?”
 

“Yes M… Sir,” she replied as her cheeks darkened.  “Um, I won’t call you Master again.  They explained it to me.” She waved a hand in Gretch’s direction.
 

Sighing, I replied, “Well I hope they explained that I don’t expect you to, um, earn the right to call me that.”
 

“Oh, uh… right.”
 

After an awkward pause, I cleared my throat. “Anyway, do you want to continue learning alchemy?  I’m pretty sure we have a crafting station somewhere.” 
 

“Yep,” Gretch confirmed. “Don’t you remember, we found it when we were looking for the master suite.”
 

“Not even a little bit,” I said with a laugh. “I was a little distracted at the time.  But, since you remember where it is, go show Purple then come right back, so I can clean your shield.”
 

Gretch vaulted off the chair and grabbed Purple’s hand, attempting to pull the buxom troll to her feet.
 

“You heard the Chief,” she said.  “We gotta hurry!”
 

Purple giggled and allowed herself to be led out of the room.
 

Elyria and Gill walked in, carrying a tray of eggs and ham just as I finished with the armor. I told Skryvonna she could come out of armor form.
 

“I’ll stay here for a bit, if you don’t mind,” she replied, sounding a little breathless.
 

Shrugging, I gently placed the matte black chitin armor on the ground and moved to the little breakfast table as food was laid out before me.
 

I glanced at Elyria in confusion when she plated my food then stepped back.
 

“Aren’t you going to eat?” I asked.
 

Elyria looked back at me, just as confused.
 

Gill chuckled before coming to my rescue.  “Servants don’t eat with their masters… Master.”
 

I thought about spanking Gill right then and there since it was clearly what she wanted but decided that Elyria would probably take it the wrong way.
 

“I’m not going to make you eat with me Elyria,” I sighed.  “It doesn’t look like you made anything for yourself anyway.  I would like it very much if you ate with us in the future though.  I’m not from this world, and even though I’m your employer, I don’t believe in separate social classes and such.  Just treat me like a friend if you can.”
 

Elyria curtsied and nodded, her expression thoughtful.
 

“You hungry Gill?” I asked around a mouthful of ham.
 

“Not really, but it does smell good,” She answered eyeing the ham.
 

“Help yourself,” I said waving at the food.  “This is really great, Elyria. Thanks!”
 

“You’re… welcome, sir,” she said hesitantly.
 

Gill scooped up a chunk of ham, not bothering to sit or use silverware, and began munching on it.
 

She turned to Elyria after swallowing and said, “It really is very good.  Also, you might as well get used to him treating you like family.  I’ve been in his head.  He really doesn’t give a shit about what race you are or what your job was in the past.  He just thinks you’re a sweet bunny girl with nice tits.”
 

Elyria practically jumped, clasping her hands to her modest breast. “But…,” she squeaked.
 

“That’s enough, Gill,” I admonished.  “Please do not share my thought with anyone unless I give you permission.”
 

Gill looked horrified and clamped a hand over her mouth.
 

“It’s ok,” I murmured, “No harm done, this time.  I would like to choose how much other people know about what I think, though.”
 

“Of course, Andric,” she said, guiltily gazing at the floor. 
 

Gretch bounded excitedly back into the room.  “Is it my turn yet?”
 

Nodding, I rolled the rest of my eggs in a slice of ham and ate it in three bites while getting up from the table.
 

Once I swallowed, I turned to Elyria and said, “Sorry, I don’t have time to give the breakfast the respect it deserves.”
 

She just stood there looking flustered, so I plopped back down in what I was now thinking of as the cleaning chair and gestured for Gretch to come to me.
 

The sexy little goblin threw herself into my lap, kissed me soundly, then disappeared, leaving a round shield in my lap.
 

I noticed scars and pits where the acid had burned her and furrowed my brow. 
 

“Are you ok, Gretch?” I asked, concerned.
 

“I feel fine… oh.  Wow, I took a lot of damage, didn’t I?”
 

I sent feelings of thanks to her through our bond before answering.  “I would have taken all that damage if it weren’t for you.”
 

Skryvonna spoke up, surprising me because I’d forgotten she was still in my head.  “She will be fine.  The damage will be repaired as you clean and oil the shield.  The enchantment will heal us as long as you take the time to properly care for us.”
 

“Thanks for telling me,” I thought to Skryvonna.
 

“Sure,” she answered, materializing in person before me in all her mocha skinned glory.  “I am going to explore these magical showers everyone is so giddy about.”
 

Not wasting time watching her sashay away, I began cleaning the shield with determination.  It was always fun to get them riled up during cleaning, but the scars in the wood of Gretch’s surface concerned me greatly.
 

“You have no idea how good that feels, Chief,” Gretch purred as I got started.
 

“I can only imagine,” I thought back. 
 

Before long, she was moaning like a porn soundtrack again, but I ignored it this time, being far more concerned with the burns and gouges on her surface.  Sure enough, was as if I were cleaning and polishing away the damage. 
 

We had limited time, but I was determined not to leave a single scratch on her surface, so I polished hard and fast.  The shrieks and moans in my head amplified with the increased speed and pressure, but I blocked it out and concentrated on my task.
 

By the time she was fully restored, both of my hands were cramping, but the shield gleamed like new.
 

“Do you mind hanging out while I do Gill?” I asked Gretch.  “I could use the agility and durability.”
 

“Not… going… anywhere…” Gretch panted, causing me to smile at a job well done.
 

Glancing around, I found Gill sitting on a couch talking to Elyria and Purple.
 

“Your turn Gill,” I called.
 

“Yay,” she squealed before disappearing from her seat. 
 

Wasting no time when she appeared in my lap in club form, I got to work. She wasn’t as damaged as Gretch, but some of her teeth were chipped, and dried gore was lodged in most of the crevasses between the toothlike spikes. 
 

With both wives equipped, I was able to really move quickly and apply a lot of pressure.              
 

“Does it feel odd to get bigger and smaller so fast like that?”
 

I looked up to see Purple watching me intently.  Glancing down, I noticed the chorded muscles of my arms slithering under my skin as I rapidly polished the club in my hands.
 

“Not really,” I answered.  “I don’t even notice if I’m not paying attention.”
 

Nodding, Purple observed, “They are lucky you aren’t a vain man who makes them stay equipped at all times.”
 

Chuckling, I replied, “I don’t know any men vain enough to want to look at their own augmented bodies over the beautiful women these weapons represent.  I’m comfortable in my skin, regardless of my size.”
 

Purple smiled sweety before getting up.  “Don’t worry about the mess, I’ll clean it up for you.  They said you needed to get some sleep.”
 

“Aren’t you as tired as I am?” I asked, glancing up at her.  “I honestly expected you to be asleep by the time I got back.”
 

“I did sleep… a little. I was so excited about the Nexus and Elyria was excited to talk to me.”
 

The lepun in question wandered over just then.
 

“I’ll clean this up,” she announced, pushing a lock of white hair behind a rabbit ear.  “You both need sleep.  Honestly, it’s a relief to have something to do.  There’s no dust at all here and I want to earn my keep.”
 

I was paying her to cook and clean so I shrugged as I put the finishing touches on Gill’s club. 
 

“That’s fine with me,” I agreed.  “After the dungeon tomorrow, we’ll make sure you two have everything you need here.  Did you think of anything you need immediately?”
 

“No, we are fine for a few days,” Elyria replied.
 

“Great,” I said, standing.  “I’m beat.”
 

Skryvonna walked in, her wet hair in a towel and her diaphanous clothing nearly transparent from damp skin.
 

“You should check your quest and experience before sleeping.  You will need to be as strong as possible in the dungeon,” she called to me while crossing the large room. Her ice princess persona fully back in place.
 

“Not sure I want to make such important decisions right now,” I said through a jaw popping yawn.
 

“We will advise you,” she replied firmly.
 

“You are welcome to advise me, as soon as I wake up,” I growled, getting a little annoyed.
 

She really did have a point, but I wasn’t about to be manipulated into making poor decisions while half asleep.
 

Pulling out my portable light slate, I checked the remaining time.
 

Nexus Hub time remaining:
 

5:27:36
 

I had the full eight hours when we entered so I had burned a little over two and a half hours getting cleaned up, fed, and taking care of my gear.  Way longer than I meant to spend, but I couldn’t bring myself to regret it given the amazing time in the shower and the bath afterwards.  Plus, Elyria and Purple had needed some help getting settled in.
 

Finding Elyria with my gaze, I asked, “Will you wake me up in two hours?”
 

“Of course, sir,” she answered with a smile.
 

“Thanks,” I said as I strode towards the master suite with purpose.
 

Skryvonna glared at me as I walked by, but she didn’t say anything as I nodded to her on my way to the master suite.
 

Entering my room, I sprawled out on the bed, face first.
 

Feeling a tugging on my boots, I opened an eyeball to see a nude Gretch wrestling a boot off my foot.
 

Smiling at how considerate she was, I fell asleep before she made it to the other foot.
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I woke to something tugging at my foot.  Naked bodies pressed into both sides of me, and I instinctively groped the softer bits as my brain came back online.
 

Shit, I needed to get moving. Throwing myself into a sitting position, I pawed the sleep from my bleary eyes.  Gill and Gretch struggled into sitting positions at my sides, obviously just waking up as well. 
 

Admiring their naked forms, I realized they’d stripped me completely naked.  It occurred to me that neither of them could have pulled on my toes.
 

“I’m sorry to wake you, sir,” Elyria said, drawing my eyes to the foot of the bed where she stood. 
 

A smirk played on her lips as she unabashedly took us all in.
 

“Thanks, Elyria,” I muttered, still trying to clear the sleep fog from my brain. 
 

If she didn’t care that we were all nude, then neither did I.  Forcing myself to jump from the bed with fabricated energy, I began searching the floor for my clothes.
 

“Here, sir.” The lithe bunny girl retrieved my folded clothes from a nearby desk and held them out to me.
 

Ignoring the fact my morning wood jutted before me like a calvary lance, I walked right up to her and looked down into her pale green eyes before saying, “Thanks,” and taking the clothes.
 

Her eyes widened a bit at my approach, but she never lost her little smirk.
 

Well, if she wanted a show, I wasn’t going to deny her.  My body was shrunk to its unaugmented, but still muscular size.  She gazed at me hungrily, so I flexed a bit as I started getting dressed for her benefit.
 

“Was goi-, oh, hi Elyria,” Gill mumbled from the bed.
 

Looking over, I saw Gill extracting herself from the covers, but Gretch had collapsed down and gone back to sleep.
 

Following my gaze, Gill shook the sleepy goblin and said, “if you want to stay asleep, at least equip so we don’t have to worry about you.
 

Gretch mumbled something unintelligible before vanishing from the bed.  I knew from the content ball of emotion I could feel again that she was ‘in my head’.
 

Gill stalked forward in that graceful, sexy way of hers.  I took a moment to thoroughly enjoy the play of muscles in her hips and thighs as she approached. 
 

“I think I’m going to join her,” she said in a husky voice, while sliding her hands under the back of my shirt, pressing her naked breasts against my chest.  Before I could respond, she kissed me hungrily.  Her tongue invaded my mouth, and she tightened her grip around me, pressing our bodies together more firmly.
 

Just as I began to get lost in the passion of the kiss, she dissipated from my grasp and chuckled languidly in my mind.
 

“Not nice, but at least I’m awake now,” I thought to her, while rapidly getting dressed.  I had to wrestle my excited little brain into a somewhat comfortable position, just to get my pants buckled.
 

Elyria giggled at my difficulties, reminding me I wasn’t the only one in the room.
 

“I’m, er… willing to help with that, sir,” she said licking her lips suggestively.
 

“Sorry sweetie, no time,” I replied as I finally managed to get myself presentable.  Are all the women in this world sex crazed, I thought to myself.
 

“You hired a whore to be your maid,” Gill answered with a sleepy chuckle.  “A lepun
whore at that.  She’s just grateful, and probably horny.”
 

Surprisingly happy to have my inner thoughts answered again, I smiled and made a mental note to ask more about lepun culture later.  Hurrying into the massive common room, I glanced about and found Skryvonna lounging on one of the couches.
 

“Are you ready to go?” I asked.
 

“Surely, you are going to spend your points first?” She presented it as a surprisingly polite question.
 

“We’re just going to the kobold dungeon right now but, I guess I’d better take care of it before we go,” I answered.  It’d be stupid to get busy and forget, so it was definitely a good idea.  “Want to equip up so you can read over my shoulder and give me advice?”
 

Her four eyes widened fractionally in surprise, but she nodded and vanished from the couch.  Immediately, I had to hide my thoughts as I hoped that positively reinforcing civil behavior would cause her to mellow out some.  Willing my armor over my clothes, I made my way over to the portal dais.
 

Navigating to the quests first, I checked for rewards.
 

Quests:
 

Quest: Saving the Bunny
 

You have met and heard the story of a lepun woman who has been forced into prostitution to provide for herself. 
 

Find a way to help the prostitute out of her situation.
 

Quest Completed:
 

You have given Elyria a job and a place to live.
 

Rewards:
 

500 exp, 1 soul gem
 

Quest: Reclaim Your Lost Property
 

Your thrall, Purple, has been stolen from you.
 

Reclaim your thrall:
 

Note:  If you do not reclaim your thrall withing 48 hrs. the contract will be terminated.
 

Quest Completed:
 

You have regained possession of your thrall, Purple
 

Rewards:
 

800 exp
 

Quest: Eye For an Eye
 

Your comrade, Bierg, requested that you avenge his maiming injury.
 

Kill or significantly injure the person responsible for Bierg’s injury.
 

Quest Completed:
 

Your Summon, Skryvonna, has slain the person responsible for Bierg’s injury.
 

Rewards:
 

1500 exp
 

1 soul gem
 

Shivering, I stopped reading for a moment to reflect on the fact that I hadn’t sensed that red troll behind me at all before Skryvonna had alerted me to his presence and killed him in the same instant.  He must have been a rogue or assassin class to be able to get behind Bierg and take off his legs.
 

“Skryvonna,” I thought, “start thinking of what you want as a reward for saving my life.  I’m pretty sure that troll you killed was a master at attacking from behind.”
 

“He certainly was,” she responded.  “He emerged from the shadows already poised to strike.  I will consider my reward.” She sounded pleased, and more than a little smug.
 

I resolved not to give her a hard time about being a smug bitch, provided she kept covering my ass.
 

“I want a reward too!” Gretch called.
 

“You already got your reward, tramp,” Skryvonna immediately snapped.
 

“Haha…Oh, yeah,” Gretch thought back happily.  “Too bad you’re an insufferable old bitch.  Maybe you could get a reward like mine if you weren’t.”
 

“Take it to private chat,” I admonished before they could suck me into their argument.
 

“Private chat?” Gill asked. 
 

Apparently, at least one of them had understood because their argument was replaced by a dull buzzing.
 

“Oh, never mind,” Gill said with a little chuckle, as she got it.
 

I turned my attention back to the screen.
 

Destroy the Raiding Party (group)
 

Fierg, a friendly war-leader, has requested your help in finding and destroying a raiding party of red trolls that has attacked his family holdings.
 

Help the warband find and destroy the raiders
 

Quest Completed:
 

Your warband has found and destroyed the enemy warband.
 

Rewards:
 

2500 exp, 1 soul gem, 1 gold round
 

Quest: Goblin Refugees
 

A tribe of dungeon goblins has lost their dungeon.
 

Find a place that is willing to take in the goblin refugees.
 

Accept Quest: Y_    N_
 

Pausing to accept the quest, I moved on.


Quest: Eliminate the Swarm (group)
 

Swarm have infested Erif.
 

Find the main body of swarm and eliminate the queen
 

Bonus: No swarm survive
 

Do you accept this quest:  Y_      N_


Accepting that quest as well, I navigated to my currency totals.
 

Experience: 7710
 

Soul Gems: 8
 

I chalked up the extra experience points and soul gem to combat drops but didn’t take the time to look up where each point and gem came from. All and all, it was a good haul from our most recent adventure.  Cracking a grin, I realized there was still more money coming from the loot.
 

“Okay, here’s what I’m thinking,” I thought, “I’m going to level each of you once and
save the gems for upgrading Gretch or Gill.”
 

“That is probably best.” Skryvonna answered, though she sounded a little put out.
 

“Did you have other ideas?” I asked.
 

“Only for selfish reasons.”
 

“Well, you have my thanks for thinking of the group over your own wants.”
 

“Of course.  I told you that I would help make good decisions.  You think I’m a liar?”
 

Not willing to play that game, I just closed off my thoughts.  We had places to go and people to do, no time for silly games.
 

Bringing up the girl’s pages in rapid succession; I leveled them each once but didn’t bother looking at the stats.  Time was running out.
 

Sending congratulatory feelings in response to my wives’ exclamations of thanks and pleasure, I mounted the portal and hit the button to take us to the Dungeon of Kobold Delight.
 

A couple of male kobolds jumped and whirled when I appeared behind them in the familiar anteroom of the dungeon. The little guys snarled and brought their spears to bear, before twitching their odd ears and pausing.
 

I assumed the dungeon had given them a some kind of message because they walked around me without another glance and scampered off down the tunnel.
 

“Hello, dungeon!” I called enthusiastically.
 

Not expecting or receiving an answer, I leaned against the red rock wall and waited.  Sure enough, my favorite Kobold swayed out of the gloom of the dungeon several minutes later, her lithe body draped in diaphanous white robes.
 

“Love the outfit, Ceria,” I said as she drew close enough to talk.
 

“I was sleeping, human,” she snarked through a scowl.
 

“You wound me,” I exaggerated, placing my hand on my chest, and feigning a stagger.  “I thought we were at least on a first name basis.  Please, call me Andric.”
 

That brought the familiar smirk back to the saucy kobold’s lips. “Alright Andric, are you here just to ogle me, or did you need something?”
 

“Do I need another reason?” I asked, smirking back at her. “I mean, look at you.”
 

Following words with action, I let my gaze rove down her slender frame.  Her muted red skin contrasted against the white of her semitransparent robes.  Tracing the lines of the decorative ruby scales that outlined her jaw and disappeared down the top of her robes, I began to ponder exactly what kinds of designs they made on the rest of her body.
 

Rather than discourage my frank appraisal, Ceria posed and preened, jutting out her small bosom and cocking a hip.
 

“If that’s all you’re here for… Andric, then I think you have achieved your goal,” she said in a smokey voice.  “You may sleep on the floor of this room if you desire.  Have a good day.”
 

“Oh yea, I did have a secondary reason for coming here,” I said as if it were an afterthought.
 

Ceria stopped mid-turn and cocked an eyebrow at me.  Wait, were those scales instead of eyebrows?  Weird, but not unattractive against the smooth skin of her brow.
 

“Yeah, I came to offer the dungeon another deal.”
 

Her delicate ears wiggled furiously, and she flinched.
 

“You have nothing that my master wants,” she stated flatly.
 

“Do kobolds like goblins, Ceria?” I asked.
 

“I’ve never met one, besides the spirit you carry,” she responded.
 

Gretch appeared before me causing Ceria to jump back a pace.
 

“Do you like me?” Gretch asked.
 

“Um, I don’t know you.”
 

Gretch disappeared again.
 

”Chief, when you think about me possibly cheating on you, you never think about women.  Is it cheating if I play with a woman?”   Gretch asked.
 

Now just as confused as Ceria looked.  I floundered, “Uh, not really?  I mean technically, I guess.  But I just think it’s hot… why…”
 

Gretch reappeared and advanced on a clearly flustered Ceria.
 

“Oh no,” Gill thought.
 

“Stop her,” Skryvonna ordered.
 

Before I could so much as raise a hand in protest, Gretch grabbed the startled kobold, and kissed her full on the lips.  They were about the same height and the unexpected green on red diorama before me caused my thoughts to completely cease for a second.
 

Gretch’s arms snaked around Ceria’s waist as she deepened the kiss.  The kobolds body, frozen for several seconds, relaxed into my crazy goblin’s embrace.
 

After mauling the kobold soundly, for a few more seconds, Gretch pulled away and said, “My Chief thinks you’re really hot.  It turns me on... a lot”
 

She then turned her back on the stunned kobold and announced, “She likes goblins.” With that, she disappeared again. 
 

I got a strange sensation of my mind being gently ransacked.
 

“Good,” Gretch thought with a content mental sigh. “You’re not mad at me.”
 

Seeing Ceria was still dazed, I shook off my surprise and pressed the advantage Gretch had provided. 
 

“I’m willing to sell your master an entire tribe of dungeon goblins.  The swarm defeated their dungeon core before we could save it.  But, since your master doesn’t want to make any more deals, I guess I’ll just be leaving. I’m sure the other dungeon cores I’ve met would like a goblin tribe.”
 

“Wait,” Ceria called, her cute ears swiveling and her reptilian tail flicking irritably. “Why didn’t you lead with that?  Why did your goblin kiss me?”
 

I felt bad for her, I really did.  But not bad enough not to take advantage of her flustered state.
 

“Gretch likes you,” I replied with a shrug, not bothering to answer her first question.
 

“Anyway, take care, Ceria,” I said in a regretful voice while summoning my light slate.
 

“What do you want for the goblins, damnit?” she hissed, tail positively lashing in agitation now.
 

“Oh, just the most powerful artifact that the dungeon can spare.  Nothing extravagant.  Oh yea, and to extend the terms of our original deal for life,” I answered nonchalantly.
 

“I’m going to request that Karnack deal with you from now on,” Ceria grumbled, rubbing her temples with her thumbs.
 

“Oh, glad you mentioned that.  Third term of the deal: I only deal with you.”
 

Ceria growled at me before responding, “Fifty years.”
 

“What’s that?” I asked tilting my head.
 

“You get the most powerful artifact that my master can spare, 49 years added to your current solace deal, and me.”
 

“I get you?”
 

“You get me as your liaison, shit for brains,” she snapped.
 

“You learned a new word,” I observed.
 

“My master invested in my intelligence so I could deal with you.  Now, I wish he hadn’t,” she snarled.
 

“I love you too, Ceria,” I said with a broad smile. “Tell you master that I accept as long as the goblins agree.”
 

“Wait,” Ceria groaned with a hand on her forehead. “You don’t own the goblins?”
 

“Of course not,” I answered with a wide smile.  “I’m just facilitating the move.  You pay me, I deliver goblins.  Is there a problem?”
 

“Please leave, Andric,” she sighed.
 

“We still have a deal, right?” I asked.
 

“Sure, just bring a tribe of free goblins here of their own volition and my master will uphold his end of the bargain,” she tossed over her shoulder as she sashayed off down the dungeon corridor.
 

“I like her,” Gill said, unexpectedly.
 

“Me too,” Gretch agreed, predictably.
 

“Alright, fun’s over, I guess,” I thought, while bringing up my nexus on the light slate and tapping the icon.
 

Purple and Elyria sat at the little table in the common room eating when I materialized in the nexus.
 

“What time of day is it?” I asked, suddenly realizing that my perception of time was all mixed up after the night I had.  The cool lighting and windowless walls of the nexus didn’t help much either.
 

“Umm… midafternoon, I think,” Purple answered.
 

“Right,” I muttered, going through the events of the day to puzzle out how I’d got to this point.  Checking the nexus time remaining, I noticed I was very nearly going to be late for my rendezvous with the trolls.
 

“Did you want to come with me to the Brandr estate, Purple,” I asked.  “Once you get your things, I can send you back here.”
 

“That would be great,” She beamed, popping a slice of fruit in her mouth and standing.  “I’m so worried about Fluffy.”
 

“Fluffy?” I asked, confused.
 

“Of course, the little white Staffon you got for me,” she beamed.
 

“Oh yea, right.  The one that’s going to grow into a 300-pound pit-bull,” I said dryly.  “Of course, you named it Fluffy.  Well, let’s get a move on. Probably an army of trolls waiting on us.”
 

Purple nodded and joined me on the portal dais, reaching out to hold my hand.  I didn’t bother explaining that it wasn’t necessary.
 

“Shopping, as soon as I get back,” I reminded Elyria, who had risen with Purple and was watching with an apprehensive expression.
 

“Of course, sir,” she replied with a bow as I keyed in the Rathfuerg bind point and hit the button.
 

The late afternoon sun and familiar sounds of the Rathfuerg town square washed over me as we arrived.  I glanced around for familiar faces and, seeing none, began the walk to the Brandr compound.
 

After a few steps, I noticed I was still holding Purple’s hand and started to let go but changed my mind.  Glancing around the sparce foot traffic, I noticed more than a few blue sneers directed our way and figured I’d maintain the physical contact at least until we got out of town.
 

“Um... you don’t have to.” Purple said quietly, her gaze flicking down to our joined hands.
 

“I honestly don’t give a single fuck about what these people think,” I answered with a sincere smile.  “We’ll probably be hopping to a new place in some far corner of the world soon and none of these people will matter to either of us.”
 

“That would be nice,” she replied with a shy smile.  “A place where purple skin doesn’t mean anything.”
 

We traveled beyond the town walls in silence for several minutes before I thought to elaborate.
 

“I don’t know where we’ll end up,” I said, before changing the subject.  “How did your talk with Skryvonna go?”
 

“She’s nice.  She said that you won’t make me leave if you...” she paused to see if anyone was within hearing distance before finishing her sentence, “free me.”
 

“Nope, sure won’t,” I confirmed.  “How would you feel about becoming my official alchemist.  I’d pay twenty silver a month and supply all of your alchemical supplies.”
 

Purple’s eyes widened. “What?”
 

“Yeah,” I agreed.  “It’s not much pay, but it comes with room and board.”
 

“Wait!” Purple exclaimed, finally removing her hand from mine to gesture broadly.  “You will pay me to be your alchemist, provide room and board, AND buy alchemy ingredients for me to use?”
 

“Umm… yes?  I mean, whatever I can afford anyway.  I don’t exactly have a job, but just kind of being an adventurer is paying well so far.”
 

“You’re such a sweet idiot, husband,” Gill thought.
 

“Still haven’t decided what to call me yet, huh?” I joked back.
 

“If you weren’t so silly about me only calling you master in the bedroom, I know what I would call you,” She thought in a syrupy sweet tone.
 

“Right, well, keep working on it.” I thought.
 

“You have no idea what you’re offering do you?” Purple broke into our internal conversation,
 

“Um, I thought I just told you exactly what I’m offering,” I countered.
 

“No, I mean, many people would give anything to have a safe place to live and be provided materials to advance a crafting skill.  You’re even offering to pay me to do it.  Me, a thrall!” Purple’s voice rose as she listed off what she clearly considered to be remarkable amenities.
 

“You do realize I would expect healing potions or whatever in return, right?” I asked in a sardonic voice.
 

“Haha.” She laughed in incredulity.  “Of course, but that’s not the point.  I could become a very good alchemist with enough time and resources.  Are you suggesting that I could just leave whenever I wanted and take all the experience that I earned with me?”
 

“I don’t think you could leave the experience behind.  I’d want some potions and shit before you left, but I don’t see why not,” I answered slowly.
 

“You should stop talking before her heart explodes,” Skryvonna put in.
 

“Is this really such a big deal?” I asked.
 

“It obviously is for her,” Skryvonna answered, surprisingly with no snark in her thought.  Maybe she really was coming out of her shell a little.
 

“I won’t leave,” Purple declared, breaking the short silence.  “I mean, unless you want me to.  I mean, if you really provide all the things that you say you will, I’ll be your personal alchemist for… as long as you’ll have me.”
 

“Great,” I said, tossing her a careless grin.  “I get hurt a lot.  I could really use an alchemist.”
 

Purple nodded solemnly as if agreeing to something profound, so I dropped my dumb act.
 

“Look, Purple, I get it.  People aren’t treated so well on Tournion.  I’m not from here so I have a different standard of common decency.  I’m not offering you some great position as an overwhelming act of kindness.  It’s just how I treat people.  Honestly, I think I’m still getting the better end of the deal hiring a full-time alchemist for room and board and a few silvers.  I don’t exactly have to pay rent or upkeep on my Nexus.”
 

Purple shot me a crooked grin, saying, “Well, I appreciate it anyway.  Mind if I call you Chief, like Gretch does?”
 

“That would be fine,” I answered.
 

Gill surprised me by appearing beside us and giving Purple a side hug, whispering in her ear before disappearing.
 

“What was that about?” I asked.
 

“Oh, nothing Chief,” Purple said grinning around her tusks.
 

I decided to drop it when we rounded a bend and bore witness to the hive of activity that was the Brandr estate.  People were coming and going, both mounted and on foot.  Horses made up most of the mounts, but I couldn’t help but beam with excitement when I saw a couple of armored rhino’s lumber through the gates.
 

“I’ve got to get a high-capacity assault unicorn”, I thought, remembering an online discussion I had read.
 

“A what?” Gill asked.
 

“Silly name for those rhinos they are riding,” I explained.
 

We hurried down the hill and into the compound where Jorgan was orchestrating the chaos from an impromptu stage in a courtyard.  The blue lacquered metal armor he wore made the big troll seem even more imposing.
 

“Andric!” he called, catching sight of us as we entered the gate.
 

Turning to Purple, I ordered, “Go get your things and meet me back here as fast as you can.”
 

“Yes Chief,” she said, bounding off.
 

Turning my attention back to Jorgan, I approach the venerable troll with a hand raised in greeting.
 

“How many warriors can you teleport at a time?” he demanded, not wasting any time with civilities, which I appreciated.
 

“I’m not really sure.  The description says I can house up to four guests, but I was able to bring the entire party though, to get back here” I said, while materializing my light slate and looking for a more detailed description. 
 

Sure enough, there were capacities and statistics for each room.  I noticed I could house up to three mounts and four pets in the stable, before scanning through to find the maximum teleport capacity. 
 

“Looks like ten at a time with my current nexus level,” I answered when I found it.
 

“Good,” he replied before shouting out names I didn’t know and assigning them to the first assault group. 
 

Turning back to me, he added, “My sons are in the longhouse.  We move within the hour.”
 

I nodded and walked to the edge of the courtyard to wait for Purple.
 

The troll warriors made quite a spectacle with their grim faces and wildly varied armor as I observed their combat preparations.  I wished we’d had a squad of these guys when I’d been clearing buildings in Iraq.  That thought led to less pleasant memories, so I shook my head to refocus on the preparations and tried to guess the class of each warrior.
 

Purple ran up a short time later causing me to appreciate, there was no trollish equivalent of sports bras.  Not that a sports bra would be terribly helpfully to the massively endowed purple troll.
 

Skidding to a stop, she huffed and set down a large bag before pulling the squirming white puppy from inside. 
 

“We’re ready, Chief,” she announced.
 

“Good,” I said, unable to resist petting the wrinkly white puppy in her arms.  “Start making a list of alchemical ingredients that are available in Rathfuerg.  I’ll pick up what I can when I take Elyria shopping later.”
 

“Of course, Chief,” she snapped crisply, apparently infected by the martial preparations around us.
 

Grinning, I pulled out the light slate. 
 

“See you soon, Purple.  Please warn Elyria we’ll have a lot of trolls coming through within the hour.”
 

I hit the button and sent her back before she could reply.  That done, I headed to the longhouse to check up on my friends.
 

Walking through the door, I was greeted by Axerager, “Andric!  Glad you made it back!”
 

The muscular dwarf sat at the table across from Aelffrith with a glass of red wine in his oversized hand.
 

“I wasn’t sure you were coming,” I said, clapping him on a burly shoulder.
 

“Can’t let those nasty blighters multiply and destroy my new friend Aelffrith’s home,” he said with a grin.
 

I glanced at the amused smirk on the female assassin’s face and smiled myself.
 

“Of course not,” I answered Axerager.  “Friends don’t let friends get eaten by giant bugs.”
 

The blond dwarf nodded seriously in agreement and took gulp of wine.  I reflected that if he was going for sophisticated, the gulping wasn’t helping his cause much, but it was none of my business.
 

“Andric,” a resonate voice called from behind me.
 

I turned to see Bierg filling the doorway on a pair of peg legs and wooden crutches.
 

“Good to see you up, brother,” I answered happily. 
 

“Good to be up,” he grumbled. “Fierg tells me I owe you a couple of thralls.”              
 

I waved off his comment, saying, “Not necessary, my friend.  I honestly didn’t do much.”
 

Bierg shook his head in denial, “I got the quest notification.  You killed the one who took my legs.  I’m giving you those thralls.”
 

 “Let’s discuss it after the battle,” I compromised with a sigh.  “I have to live to see tomorrow before accepting any more responsibility.  We don’t really sell people where I come from.”
 

Bierg’s eyebrows drew down in anger. 
 

“We aren’t slavers!” he barked.  “Thralls can’t be bought, only earned through combat.”
 

While I didn’t see much of a difference, I nodded respectfully.
 

“I wasn’t trying to offend,” I explained, holding up an apologetic hand.  “I’ve only been in your world for a few days.  I’m still learning the customs.”
 

The anger in his expression eased.
 

“Fair enough, I suppose.  I’ve been on edge since this,” he said slapping the stump of his right leg.
 

“Understandably so,” I commiserated.
 

Bierg made his way awkwardly to the table with a pained expression on his face before collapsing in a chair.
 

“Is there anything I can get you to increase the regeneration process?” I asked.
 

“Not really.  Regenerating limbs is different from healing.  There’s nothing for the magic to heal.  There are some potions said to speed up the process, but they are worth a mountain of gold, which we do not have.  If I were higher level, it wouldn’t take so damn long.  My father could probably regrow a leg in a week.”
 

“I’ll be on the lookout for something like that,” I said seriously.  While it was comforting to know he’d eventually get his legs back, I truly did hate seeing him like that.  It reminded me too much of the wounded warriors that I knew back home.
 

Fierg came through the door with Troat and Vierna in tow, thankfully interrupting the depressing conversation.
 

“Good, they said you were back,” he said, crossing the room to lock forearms with me.
 

“We’re about ready to head out.  Our group is going to be in reserve since we’ll be the last ones in.  Father says we are weary from our trials last night and we’re the lowest level.  As much as I hate it, it’s a tactically sound decision.”
 

“QRF it is then,” I said.
 

“QRF?” he asked.
 

“Quick Reaction Force.  My army put its most elite troops in that position.  Our battlefields were sometimes entire countries, but if your best units are the QRF, then any disadvantageous position becomes your strongest when they’re called in.
 

Fierg thought it over before a large grin split his tusked mouth.  “I like it! QRF indeed.  It sounds much better than reserves.”
 

“Don’t do anything stupid, brother,” Bierg growled from his chair.  “I hate that you’re going in there without me to protect the team.”
 

“Don’t worry,” Fierg answered, with a malicious grin.  “Andric has been filling your shoes as meat shield quite well.”
 

“I, for one, can’t wait for you to come back,” I interrupted quickly, drawing a grim chuckle from everyone in the room.
 

A troll that I didn’t know ran into the room.
 

“Jorgan’s ready for you, human,” he announced with a fractional nod of his head.
 

“Well, I’ll see you when it’s our groups turn,” I said with a nod to the room as I strode out.
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As it turned out, I was wrong about when I would see everyone again. When Jorgan questioned me about the specifics of my teleporting powers, we realized that we’d have to stage everything in town.  I would have to make the trip and return with each group of warriors.  Returning to town and walking back obviously wasn’t practical.
 

Marching near the rear of a formation of fifty or so troll warriors gave me a feeling of power that I never quite achieved when marching with human troops.  Of course, our armor wasn’t medieval plate or leather, and we had carried m4s rather than an eclectic assortment of edged weapons when I marched in my old world, so I guess it was to be expected.
 

The trolls called cadence as we marched, and their booming voices would have silenced an entire army of human enlisted troops.  If only because they wouldn’t be able to hear their sergeant’s voices over the avalanche of sound the troll column emitted.
 

I had always enjoyed a good marching song and after a few lines, I joined in.  Looking to my left, I saw a grinning Axerager adding his own gravelly voice to the wall of sound.
 

As we neared town, I noticed a few guards streaming out, and a truly massive troll standing in the middle of the gate.  These guys were braver than me.  Or dumber.
 

A halt command rang out when the column neared the gate, and Jorgan approached the huge guard in our path.  They had a brief conversation that I couldn’t hear, and the guard got out of the way with a salute.  He motioned to a few others, and they took off running back into the town.
 

Our march resumed and we wound our way through the town’s main street until we got to the square.  Apparently, the town guards had cleared our way because we didn’t have to slow a single step before reaching the town center.
 

The town square itself was clear as the column streamed in and made a formation four ranks deep.  Several curious citizens lined the perimeter of the space, but none spoke a word as the marching cadence died down and silence settled over the usually noisy town.
 

“Andric Graven!” Jorgan bellowed from the front of the formation.
 

I didn’t know troll military customs, so I defaulted to what I knew.  I took a precise step back, executed a left face, then jogged to the front of the formation.  Executing another smart left face in front of Jorgan, I stood at attention and awaited orders.
 

Judging from the grin playing around the corners of his mouth, he at least appreciated the effort I made.
 

“Andric, like we discussed earlier, take each team of ten and get back for the next group, regardless of what’s going on in the dungeon.  You are the most valuable warrior until our entire army is on location.”
 

“Roger that,” I said on reflex. 
 

Jorgan just nodded, so he must have understood it as an affirmative.
 

“Black Squad, form up,” he bellowed. 
 

The front-most ten warriors jogged up to me, and I did an about face.
 

“Everyone ready?” I asked.”
 

“Go!” the foremost troll before me shouted, his hand tight on the pommel of the war cleaver at his side. 
 

I clicked a few icons and we appeared in my nexus, several of the trolls falling due to appearing precariously perched on the portal dais.
 

“Shit, sorry about that,” I grumbled.  “Give me a minute.  I’m sure that I can fix that before the next group.”
 

There were some growls and mutters, but the troll warriors were mostly distracted taking in the expansive great room and its fancy furniture.
 

“Skryvonna, little help?” I asked.
 

“I’m not sure where it is.  Try bringing up rooms,” she thought rapidly.
 

Between the two of us, we found the upgrade to the portal dais quickly. 
 

“Everyone back up,” I called, jumping down and making room myself.
 

It took 1000 exp to expand the dais, but it allowed a greater capacity of items and beings to be brought through.  It was something to keep in mind if I ever bought a rhino.  Even better, it expanded the guests allowed to fifteen.
 

I clicked the button and watched in awe as the portal dais tripled in size.  The console and kiosk stations became more luxurious as padded chairs rose out of the ground in front of each station.  It looked more like the bridge of a science fiction starship than a magic portal when its configuration finished.
 

“Who’s in charge of your squad?” I asked the milling warriors.
 

The guy with the cleaver sword stepped forward and pounded his chest in salute.
 

“Berserker Asmund,” he stated.
 

“We can take five more at a time.  Want to go to the dungeon or get more troops?”
 

Asmund grit his teeth in a snarl while he thought about the question.
 

“Better get more troops,” he growled after a moment.  “The Chief will skin me alive if he finds out I didn’t take as many as possible.”
 

“No problem,” I said.  “Tell your troops to hang tight and come with me.”
 

“Don’t fucking touch anything!” Asmund bellowed as we mounted the new and improved portal dais.  “We’ll be right back.”
 

I searched around and found Purple smirking at the proceedings from an overstuffed chair in the reading nook, a book and Fluffy in her lap. Smiling, I tipped an imaginary hat at her and took us back to Rathfuerg.
 

Jorgan looked at Asmund and I in confusion when we appeared before him.
 

“Portal upgrade, fifteen at a time.” Asmund shouted, wasting no time.
 

“Half of brown, go!” Jorgan bellowed.  “Everyone else reorganize into groups of fifteen.
 

Five trolls broke ranks and sprinted over to me.  As soon as they stopped, I ported us back.  The nine that we’d left behind hadn’t moved so much as a step.
 

“Get up here,” Asmund said, and they all vaulted up onto the dais, only one in robes opting to use the stairs.
 

“Ready?” I called.
 

Asmund swept a hard look over his troops before shouting, “Go!”
 

I hit the button.
 

The room was filled with the sounds of weapons ringing from scabbards and war cries, as the trolls launched themselves at the swarm present in the room.  My snap glance took in three warriors and several drones before I quickly hit the button to port myself out of the dungeon.  Nothing happened.
 

I found Asmund and shouted, “We have to secure this room! I can’t port if we’re in combat!”
 

He nodded in acknowledgement and shouted, “No reinforcements until we kill ‘em all lads!”
 

Oddly enough, most of the troops’ moods brightened, and with tusky grins they activated devastating skills.  I could hardly process the carnage as the trolls laid waste to the bugs around them.  Red, purple, and blue energy coated weapons as they were swung with preternatural speed and strength into the mass of bugs.
 

Bolts of fire and ice shot from the few casters in the ranks and decimated the smaller bugs in swaths.
 

Asmund’s entire body took on a dark red glow as his movements sped up, to the point he was just a bloody blur as he dove deep into the scattered enemy forces.
 

In just seconds, there wasn’t a living bug in the room. 
 

“Secure the doors!” Asmund roared, his voice on the ragged edge of insanity. “Andric, go!” he snapped.
 

Cursing myself for gawping like a FNG, I ported myself back, hardly even letting the nexus come into focus before flinging myself to Rathfuerg.
 

I hadn’t even fully materialized when I heard Jorgan’s voice shout, “Next group!”
 

By the time I’d oriented myself, the next war party was clustered around me.
 

“Ready?” I asked the group.
 

“Go!” came the reply.
 

I went. There was no falling and cursing this time.  As soon as we appeared in my nexus, I repeated the ‘ready, go’ game, and we were in the dungeon.
 

Weapons clashes and curses filled the air as the trolls fought at all three entrances to the room.
 

The new troops wasted no time flinging themselves into the melee.
 

“No more troops until we’re out of combat!” I screamed at the top of my lungs, as I materialized my club and made for the nearest doorway.
 

Only a few trolls at a time could fight at each entrance, but they were bottlenecking the bugs, only one swarm warrior or a few of the smaller ones could fight at a time.
 

I took up position with the other troops waiting in reserve and watched the fight carefully.
 

One troll at the door to the outside, went down when a huge scythe of a talon took off a leg.  The troll behind him, grabbed the injured troll before he could hit the ground and flung him into the open space between the three melees. 
 

A healer jogged over and cast a spell, stopping bleeding as the fallen warrior screamed and pounded the bloody stone floor with the haft of his bearded axe.
 

Not another troll fell in combat.  The sounds of fighting died off and I checked my light slate.  As I pulled it up, the teleport icon went from grey to bright blue.
 

I flashed into existence in my nexus.
 

“Purple!” I called.
 

She sprang up from her chair and hurried over.
 

“Clear these couches out and set up places for the wounded,” I ordered.  “Find Elyria and get her to help.”
 

“Right behind you, sir,” the bunny girl said, her tone hard and business like.
 

“Good, get to work, you two,” I said as I hit the icons to take me back to Rathfuerg again.
 

“Next group!”
 

“Ready?”
 

“Go!”
 

Not even seeing the nexus, I operated the light slate as fast as I could, and we appeared in the dungeon.  No combat that time.
 

Orders were being shouted back and forth as I searched for the healer.
 

“How many wounded?” I asked.
 

The older troll woman looked at me skeptically before answering,” Two that can no longer fight.  One dead.”
 

“Where?” I asked, searching around.
 

“There,” she replied, pointing behind her.
 

“They stable?” I demanded.
 

“Yes,” she answered, looking at me curiously.
 

“I’m taking them,” I announced.  She shrugged and nodded, so I added them to my party and ported back to the nexus with the two wounded and one dead troll.
 

Appearing on the dais, I saw that my orders had been carried out, the couches were shoved against the walls, and a few blankets and pillows were laid out in the empty space.
 

Grunting, I began to lift one of the wounded soldiers. Gill appeared across from me and silently helped as I carried each of them to a pallet.
 

“We could use more blankets.” Elyria said timidly.
 

“Sure,” I replied. “Anything else?”
 

“Um, not sure,” she stammered.
 

“I have healing and sleeping potions,” Purple said.  “Maybe just get them some booze.”
 

“On it,” I said, looking around for Gill.
 

“Here, Andric,” she said from inside my head.
 

“Good,” I thought back as I ported back for the third time.
 

As soon as I made it, I shouted, “We need blankets and booze in my nexus.  There are casualties, and I’ve set up a med station there.”
 

Jorgan looked over and nodded before flinging a money pouch at someone and ordering them to buy what I’d asked for.
 

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “Only thirteen in the next group.”
 

Jorgan grunted, pointed at two soldiers and said, “You’re in the next group.”
 

I brought my gaze back down to the new team of thirteen surrounding me. “Ready?”
 

“Go!” came the reply.
 

We made it to the dungeon without issue, and there was no combat nearby, so I ported back immediately.
 

Arriving in town for the last time, I saw the soldier dispatched for blankets and booze dashing back to the square with his arms overloaded, his eyes barely above the blankets piled atop the crate of bottles he carried.
 

The remaining troops, including Jorgan and my own squad, gathered around.
 

I glanced around and Jorgan called, “Go!”
 

We arrived in the nexus, and the guy with the supplies jumped from the dais and set them down before Purple with an awkward bow.
 

“Thank you,” she said with a gentle smile. 
 

Her robes sported some bloodstains, and she’d clearly been working to ease the wounded troop’s pain.
 

“Good work, Purple,” I said as I waited for the now unencumbered troll to remount the dais. “You too, Elyria,” I added when I saw the lepun woman scampering out of the kitchen with a steaming pot of water.
 

“Andric,” Jorgan called from behind me.  “Do you mind if I station a healer here?”
 

“As long as they are polite to my staff,” I replied, meeting his gaze.
 

“Of course,” he said with a nod.
 

“Ready?” I asked.
 

“Go.” He replied.
 

I heard combat again, but it was further down one of the tunnels, checking the light slate, I noted that I was classified as ‘out of combat’ as the portal button shone a steady blue.
 

Jorgan called out names and started receiving reports.  My team from the fight in the woods spread out and began trying to find ways to be useful. Before they got too far, Jorgan called Troat back.
 

“Andric,” Jorgan called to me. “Three more wounded incoming.  Take them and Troat to your nexus.”
 

I nearly did that chest thudding troll salute but restrained myself. Troat wandered over to me as two-man teams hustled into the room and laid the wounded at my feet. All three of them looked bad, but I assumed the healers had stabilized them before sending them to the rear.
 

Troat cast a spell on the troll that appeared to be holding his intestines in with his hands before giving me a nod.
 

I immediately ported us back.
 

“Girls, we need a hand!” I said loudly.
 

I was surprised when Gretch, Gill, and Skryvonna in her war body all popped into existence around me and began helping haul the wounded trolls to the makeshift med bay in the middle of my living room.
 

There were a few curses and shouts at Skryvonna’s appearance, but the alarmed trolls were soon shouted down by Gill and Gretch.
 

Turning, I saw Purple and Elyria wide eyed at the sight of Skryvonna’s massive scorpion form, but, after a glance at each other, they both straightened their backs and helped to get the new wounded settled. 
 

“You need anything, Troat?” I asked.
 

He glanced around at the supplies that’d been gathered and shook his head.  “Looks like you have anything I’d ask for already.”
 

“Good,” I replied, before turning to Purple and Elyria.  “This is Troat. He’s a good guy and a healer.  I trust him.  He’s going to stay here and help with the wounded.”
 

“Of course, sir,” Elyria answered as Purple just nodded, already on her knees cleaning blood from a wounded troll’s torso.
 

“You girls are doing great.  Thank you both so much,” I added, turning to teleport myself back to battle.
 

“Wait,” one of the wounded trolls interjected. 
 

I recognized him as the one whose guts had been in danger of vacating his body cavity a short time ago.
 

“Quickly,” I demanded.
 

He took a hopping step and jumped onto the dais with me, stating, “I’m good to go back.”
 

Nodding, I ported us both back to the dungeon.
 

My squad, or more accurately, Fierg’s squad waited in the dungeon anteroom with a few other warriors I didn’t know.
 

Jogging over to Fierg, I asked, “What are our orders?”
 

“We’re holding this room in case any of the bugs weren’t home when we came calling.  Don’t want a patrol to run up the asses of our kin down there,” he responded, spitting on the stone floor.
 

I could tell he wasn’t happy about the assignment, but, like any good soldier, he was determined to carry it out regardless.  Calling my shield and club to hand, I moved to take my place in the doorway.  Fierg and Axerager made room for me as I took my spot in the front line.
 

“How goes the battle?” I asked, not taking my eyes off the darkening woods outside.
 

“Haven’t got an update in a few minutes,” Fierg answered.
 

Just then, a commotion rose from one of the tunnels.  Not willing to look back, I thought, “Any of you see what’s going on?”
 

“Looks like more wounded, Chief,” Gretch answered.
 

“Couple more for you to take back, Andric,” Ulfgar called from behind me.
 

“We got the door,” Fierg said.  “You’re doing more than us ferrying the wounded out of this place.”
 

Nodding, I stepped out of the doorway and waited for the bearers to place two very bloody trolls on the ground. As soon as they removed their hands, I whisked us back to my nexus.
 

Appearing on the dais, I didn’t even have to ask as Gill and Skryvonna appeared. Each carried a wounded troll to the pallets and gently set them down.
 

Another of the previously wounded trolls was standing, waiting to go back.  I motioned for him to mount the dais as I went to check on everyone.
 

“Need anything?” I asked Troat as I approached.
 

“We’re good,” he said, wiping sweat from his brow.  “Purple is feeding me her gods-awful mana potions and all my patients are either stable or dead.
 

I surveyed the wounded and noted that the two with missing limbs were snoring loudly.                            
 

Purple saw my raised eyebrow and answered my unasked question. “They aren’t fighting again today, so I thought it better to just put them to sleep so they don’t have to deal with the pain and irritation of not being in the battle.”
 

“Good job,” I responded.  Looking over at Elyria, I noticed that she was a little pale as she crouched over a wounded troll, sponging blood from the stump of a severed arm.
 

“Elyria, are you doing okay?  You can go rest if you want.  Playing battlefield medic is well beyond the duties I hired you for.”
 

She raised her big green eyes to meet my gaze and managed a thin smile.
 

“I’m fine.  All the blood has me a little queasy, but I feel like I’m doing a good thing,” she said, resolutely.
 

Gill walked over, knelt beside the determined woman and gave her a firm, one-armed hug.
 

“You’re doing great,” she murmured before standing up and disappearing.
 

“Alright,” I said.  “Just don’t overdo it, any of you.”  I met Troat’s eyes last.  Though I didn’t know how magic worked exactly, I could tell he was rapidly tiring himself.
 

Troat smirked. “You worry about yourself.  I’ll take care of everything here.”
 

I clapped him on the shoulder as I headed back to the portal. 
 

“You better,” I tossed over my shoulder.
 

Looking to the healed warrior, I asked, “Ready?”
 

“Let’s go,” he answered with a grim nod, drawing a curved sword and notched dagger.
 

Keying in the location, I ported us back.
 

“Skreeeeee!”
 

The inhuman sound rang in my ears as we appeared.
 

Shouting followed, and I dashed towards the exterior door to behold a truly horrific sight. 
 

What looked like a cross between a thirty-foot earwig and a goliath beetle filled the doorway with its massive head, monstrous mandibles clacking ferociously.
 

Aelfled lay bleeding on the floor, Axerager straddling his body as he worked his trident furiously to keep the monster from the downed troll.  Fierg hacked at the thing from under its head but didn’t seem to be doing much damage. 
 

I stepped up beside Axerager and smashed my shield into a mandible, knocking it off course before it could close around my dwarven friend’s head.
 

“What the fuck is that thing?” I shouted, while repeatedly smashing my club into the head, before jumping aside to dodge another bite.
 

“No fooking clue!” Axerager answered from behind me, having dragged Aelfled further from the door while I distracted the thing.  “It burst from the fookin’ ground right after you left.  Damn glad the dungeon has sturdy stone floors.
 

“Small favors,” I muttered smashing the scythe like mouth parts with all my strength.  Crushing Blow triggered with a loud crunch and the monster winced before letting loose another screeching cry, swinging its head back at me faster than I could dodge.
 

I barely managed to get my shield up in time to catch the blow as the back of a mandible hit me with the force of a freight train, blasting me off my feet.  My back crashed into the nearest wall, and I bounced off, sprawling painfully onto the floor. Rolling to my back, I saw the huge head descending to finish me off. 
 

It was all I could do to lift my shield before me.
 

“Chief!” Gretch shrieked.
 

Gill appeared above me, snarling and swinging her mace like the world’s fiercest guardian angel.  In my dazed state, all I could think was how beautiful the play of muscles along her arms and shoulders were as the mace connected with the creature’s head like a howitzer round.
 

The impact caused the titanic head to bounce up a few feet.
 

Glowing green arrows and bolts of fire streamed over Gill’s shoulders as soon as the creatures neck came into view.  The impacts caused it to let loose a deafening squeal as it recoiled and started backing out of the room.
 

“No, you fucking don’t!” came a feminine shriek as Aelffrith appeared astride the behemoth and drove a glowing green short sword down through its eye.
 

Struggling to my knees, I caught sight of Fierg and Axerager chopping and stabbing at the creature’s underside.
 

Pushing myself fully upright again, I summoned my club causing Gill to disappear.
 

“Be careful, Andric,” She warned. 
 

With a single nod of acknowledgement, I flung myself back at the staggering monster. I didn’t know how long Ulfgar and Vierna could keep up the salvo, but I planned to make the most of it.
 

Using all the power I could muster, I slammed my club into the underside of the monster over and over.  By the fifth swing my hands were numb, but I didn’t relent, determined to break through the chitin plate I was working on and get to the gooey center. 
 

Suddenly, the monster’s head crashed to the ground.  If I hadn’t purposefully positioned myself adjacent to it, I’d have been crushed to paste.  My relief was short-lived as its head violently swung side to side, again blasting me into the wall.
 

A wail of pain told me someone was injured far worse than I’d been in that attack.
 

I struggled back to my feet and began bashing the creature wherever I could reach it.  Seeing how little damage I was doing to its armored body, I backed up a pace and scanned for my allies.
 

Aelfled still lie crumpled at the back of the room.  Vierna and Ulfgar bracketed his prone form, still firing whatever they had left into the behemoth.  A few trolls I didn’t know lie dead on the floor.  Axerager mostly carried a limping Aelffrith out of range of the flailing mandibles.  Where the fuck was Fierg?
 

I ran down the creatures flailing body, vaulting and dodging stubby bladed appendages as they thrashed about blindly.
 

Almost out the door, I heard muted cursing from beneath monster’s body.  Orienting myself towards the sound I began smashing the lowest chitin plate on its body, reasoning that the lower ones were thinner. 
 

To my surprise, the first Crushing Blow shattered the plate. Gore exploded from the site and the cursing grew louder. 
 

Realizing that Fierg was under the thing, I drew my dagger and poured all my energy into slicing great hunks of bug meat from its body.  It screeched and flailed, but this close to the doorway, it couldn’t move itself enough to smash me aside. 
 

Up to my shoulders in gore, I plunged my dagger in and my hand kept traveling, as if there were a void in the thing’s body.  Completely lost in my single-minded determination to find Fierg, I thrust both hands into the bloody rend I had made and pried the tissue apart.
 

Fierg gasped at me when the waning light of day washed over his bedraggled form.
 

“What the fuck?” I asked before reaching in, grabbing the troll’s shoulder pauldrons, and hauling back, attempting to drag him out of the gaping wound. 
 

I only succeeded in getting him wedged in the wound, and I fell back on my ass when my grip slipped.
 

I was struggling to stand when a hand landed on my shoulder, preventing me from diving back into the creature.
 

“Allow me,” Gill said as her upper body disappeared into the gory hole. 
 

Moments later, she leaned back, dragging Fierg through the ragged rent like a farmer helping a cow deliver the universe’s ugliest calf. 
 

She disappeared before she could set him down, causing him to flop over the monster’s side with a pained groan.
 

Getting unsteadily to my feet, I pulled him the rest of the way out.  Looping my arms under his armpits, I began to drag him into the dungeon.
 

Looking behind me, preparing to dodge the spiky appendages, I realized the monster was no longer moving.  Thank the fucking gods for that.
 

Ulfgar ghosted up beside me and took some of Fierg’s weight, helping me drag him to the relative safety of the dungeon anteroom.
 

“You need healing,” Skryvonna thought sternly.
 

“Noted,” I thought back as we laid Fierg’s now unconscious body next to the Ael siblings.
 

Glancing at everyone else, I asked, “Anyone else need healing?”
 

When no one spoke, I ported myself and the wounded to my nexus. “I need a little hel…” I began before finding myself face first on the portal dais.
 

Before I could even process that I’d fallen on my face, I found myself lifted to the hard bosom of Skryvonna’s war body.
 

“When this is over, we have to talk,” she hissed in my ear as she rapidly skittered over to Troat and set me at his feet.
 

“Heal him,” she ordered, coldly.
 

Green light washed over me, and I nearly screamed in pain.  Whatever healing he’d done hurt like fire.
 

“He’s got broken ribs. If I heal him any more than that, they’ll set poorly,” I heard the healer say to Skryvonna.
 

She bent down over me, now in her less creepy form. 
 

“You’d better not die, human,” she declared, anger contorting her regal features.
 

Purple pushed in and began washing my face with a wet cloth.
 

“Don’t have time,” I growled, pushing my way to a sitting position.
 

I noticed that my wives and a couple of less wounded trolls had brought everyone down from the dais. 
 

“Gotta get back.  Probably more wounded,” I muttered through teeth clenched against the pain.
 

Gill’s strong arms supported me as she helped me to my feet.
 

“I can get you to the portal, but I’m out of overworld time.  Gretch will have to help you on the other side.”
 

“You can’t let him go back,” Skryvonna growled.  “He’ll be killed, and we will all be… ugh!”
 

“I got you, Chief,” Gretch said, coming over to my other side.  “Just put your weight on my shoulder.”
 

Ignoring the irate drider, Gill and Gretch helped me mount the dais.
 

Gill kissed my cheek as I started keying in my destination.
 

“Don’t die, master,” she said with a sad smirk as I hit the final icon.
 

I nearly fell when I appeared in the dungeon again, but, true to her word, Gretch appeared and took my weight.
 

There were far too many trolls in the room.  There was no way they had been able to retrace their steps and get back here so fast.
 

“Andric,” Jorgan snapped.  “Does my son live?”
 

“Yeah,” I said, as Gretch leaned me against a wall and disappeared.  “He’s in my nexus with Troat and Purple.  Troat could probably use some help, though.  Purple’s been feeding him mana potions, but he’s done a lot of healing.”
 

Jorgan studied me appraisingly before speaking.  “Do you have the strength to bring me and a healer to your nexus?”
 

Nodding, I called up my light slate and waited for Jorgan to gather up his healer.  The same matronly woman from before approached, her face drawn and haggard.
 

Without speaking, I brought us all to my nexus.
 

Jorgan and the healer jumped down to assess the wounded while Gill helped me down the stairs at a much slower pace. 
 

“Yes, he’s sleeping now,” I heard Troat say as I approached.
 

Looking relieved, Jorgan spun to face me. 
 

“It appears that clan Brandr owes you a debt.  I hear that you dove into the very bowels of the queen to save my son.”
 

“Wait, that was the queen?” I asked, confused.
 

“When we got to its chambers, we found a hole in the wall and a tunnel leading back to the surface.  There were some elite swarm guarding her.  By the time we fought our way through and followed the tunnel out, you all had already killed her,” Jorgan explained.
 

“So, it’s done?” I asked
 

“There is some small bit of cleanup remaining, but the swarm threat to Erif is essentially eradicated,” Jorgan replied
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Sitting against the wall of the dungeon, I waited as the rest of the trolls filtered into the anteroom.  Six trolls had lost their lives in the assault, their sheet covered bodies now resided in my nexus along with seven wounded who couldn’t make the march back.
 

Full night had long since fallen, but the magic users had illuminated the room with glowing balls of light while the mopping up was completed.  Fierg and Aelffrith, having been healed to a manageable level, had rejoined the group, though Aelfled remained in my nexus with the wounded. 
 

Blankly staring at the bloated and battered corpse of the queen, I suddenly remembered how valuable the lesser corpses had been. 
 

Struggling to my feet, I found Jorgan talking with some of his sub-leaders. When he acknowledged me, I asked, “Do you have any plans for all the bug corpses?”
 

Jorgan looked at me oddly.  “They do fetch some coin at auction, but I’m not about to haul them all back to town…” he trailed off as he realized what I was getting at, his eyes widening slightly.
 

“Fifty, fifty split?” I asked, smiling through the pain in my ribs.
 

“Agreed.” He nodded before shouting orders to have all the bug corpses dragged into the room.
 

Approaching the dead queen, I tried to figure out exactly how large it was.  Pacing off its body, I determined it was around forty-feet long and six-feet or so in diameter. 
 

“Anyone know how large my nexus entrance would have to be to transport this thing?” I asked internally.
 

“I think you must level it two more times,” Skryvonna speculated.
 

“You’ve surpassed my knowledge on most things related to your class,” Gill thought sadly.
 

“That’s ok, Gill,” I consoled. “I still don’t really know shit about Tournion in general.”
 

Figuring I should let my nominal squad leader know where I was going, I found Fierg crouched by a nearby wall.
 

“I’m porting back to my nexus for a few,” I called out.  “Going to have to spend some experience points in order to bring the queen through.
 

Fierg just waved a weary hand in my direction.
 

I chuckled at his still blood-soaked form.  He’d apparently managed to open quite a rent in the queen’s underside while it was distracted with us in the room.  When she’d slammed herself down, he’d found himself engulfed by the wound. 
 

Being an ornery and resilient troll, he’d immediately began cutting his way out, though it was slow going with no room to properly swing his axe.  Out of air, and wounded from the battle, he’d been running on fumes when my hands had reached in and begun dragging him out. 
 

“Want to come with me and take a quick shower?” I offered.  Looking down at the gore covering my own body, I added, “I’m definitely going to hose myself off.”
 

“What’s a standing bath?” he asked, reminding me there weren’t showers on Tournion. 
 

I guessed the magic had interpreted shower to ‘standing bath.’
 

“Just come with me,” I insisted.
 

Shrugging, he told Ulfgar he was in charge before walking over.
 

I ported us back to my nexus, not even having to look at the light slate to hit the correct icons at this point.
 

Most of the gravely wounded were sleeping in pallets and Purple sprawled across a couch, her heavy eyelids threatening to close.  Troat and the other healer were similarly insensate in plush chairs they had dragged over near their charges.
 

“Follow me,” I told Fierg, heading to the baths.
 

Once there, I demonstrated the showers and handed him the last towel and washcloth from the shelf. 
 

“I’m going to make some upgrades to the nexus portal.  Just relax in the great room when you’re done,” I said, leaving him to shower.
 

I’d considered using another showerhead so I could just explain how it worked while we showered.  Having used community showers most my life, it wasn’t weird for me to shower in the presence of other men, but I figured that Gretch and Gill may want to assist me and didn’t need that kind of awkwardness in my life.
 

“Oh, we’ll definitely lend a hand, Chief,” Gretch agreed excitedly as I made my way back to the portal.
 

“Just showering,” I responded sternly.  “People are waiting for us, and I hurt too bad for anything more.”
 

“If you’re just going to shower,” Skryvonna put in, “I’d like to take one as well.”
 

“Um… sure,” I thought, surprised she was even still in my head, much less willing to shower with the rest of us.
 

“Calm down, boy.” She laughed.  Her mental laugh sounded deep, melodious… and evil.  “I just want to experience the shower.”
 

“No sweat,” I answered casually, focusing on the task of upgrading the nexus portal.              
 

Looking around, I decided that the people in the room were probably far enough away not to be affected.  Besides, I was pretty sure the magic wouldn’t let upgrades hurt anyone.  Pretty sure.
 

I tapped the upgrade button a couple of times, trusting Skryvonna’s judgment and not bothering to read the upgrade text. Another six thousand exp down the drain, but I figured there’d be much a lot more coming soon after killing the queen.  Realizing that I hadn’t been staying on top of my experience and progression, I resolved I would go over it thoroughly as soon as we got a little more down time.
 

The portal dais melted into the ground, reverting to the small two-person portal that it had been before I’d ever upgraded the nexus. 
 

Frowning in confusion, I walked around the little alter trying to figure out what had gone wrong.
 

Gill popped into being in front of me.  Chuckling, she pointed to a new doorway and said, “maybe it’s through there…”
 

Stepping through the arched doorway, I gasped at the sight before me. Gill walked up beside me and slipped an arm around my waist as we surveyed the massive room.
 

Seventy feet by seventy feet, the entire floor crawled with the familiar etchings of arcane symbols.  One wall held the built-in light slates, the other two walls were inset with large double doors. 
 

Gill walked to one and opened it.  Stepping through, she said, “Oh, this looks like the stables.”
 

Curious what the stables looked like, I wandered over and looked.
 

The stables room seemed to be divided into storage and stalls.  The stalls looked about the right size for horses, though there was no fodder in the storage portion of the room.
 

Fluffy, the wiggly white puppy, bounded over to us barking excitedly.
 

Grinning, I bent down and picked the little pup up.  Her short, course fur, was anything but fluffy, but I didn’t care when she set to licking my nose.  It had to be fifteen pounds already, though it still had the body shape and bloated belly of an eight-week-old pit-bull puppy.
 

“You want to go exploring with us, little girl?” I cooed in my puppy voice as I carried her over to the other set of double doors. 
 

Gill opened them before me, revealing a massive pantry that made our meager supply of food look comically insufficient.  The entirety of it was tucked away in a single doorless cupboard.
 

“Well, that should be large enough to bring the queen through,” I announced.
 

Gretch popped up beside me and held her hands out, her wide eyes and grin silently demanding to hold the puppy.  Smiling, I handed her the dog and said, “Put her back in the stable so Purple can find her when she wakes up.”
 

“Sure thing, Chief!” Gretch piped, happily skipping across the empty expanse of the new portal while being showered with puppy dog kisses.
 

 She disappeared through the double doors before coming back and gently shutting the doors,
 

“What now, Chief?” Gretch asked, walking up beside Gill and casually smacking her ass.
 

“Going to have to rush that shower,” I said.  “Still a lot to do before we can rest.”
 

Strolling back into the common room, we found a half-naked Fierg on a couch scrubbing his armor with a towel and talking to one of the few awake wounded troops.
 

“Enjoy the shower?” I asked.
 

He looked up and eyed the girls behind me. 
 

“Not as much as you’re about to,” he answered with a bass chuckle.
 

“Probably not,” I admitted as I walked by on my way to the baths.
 

Not bothering to get undressed, I turned on the water and let it cascade down my filthy body, armor and all.
 

“I was going to ask you to do that,” Skryvonna thought.
 

Looking around, I saw a nude Gretch assisting Gill in getting undressed.  Though she had dived into the queen’s body as well, Gill was as clean as ever.
 

Elyria stuck her head into the room.  Finding me with her eyes, she grinned before speaking.
 

“Do you need anything, sir?”
 

Glancing at the empty towel racks, I asked, “Do we have any clean towels or rags left?”
 

“I’ll find you some,” Elyria replied and scurried off.
 

“Clean me before I come out?” Skryvonna asked.
 

“Sure,” I replied, resolving not to read too much into her sudden interest in showering and shielding my thoughts.
 

My wives came over, naked and smiling, and stepped into the massaging spray of water.  They used their hands to strip away the larger bits of gore from my armor, clothes, and hair.
 

Elyria reappeared with a towel and washcloth. Setting the towel down on a bench, she brought the washcloth over and placed it in Gill’s outstretched hand. Her eyes briefly roved over the three of us as she asked, “Do you need anything else, sir?”
 

“No thanks, Elyria,” I answered.
 

Gill wasted no time scrubbing down Skryvonna’s armor.
 

“Master, would you turn around?” she asked with a sardonic grin.
 

I gently bopped her nose with a finger. 
 

“None of that,” I chastised.  “We’re in a hurry.”
 

Gill stuck out her lower lip while Gretch used the distraction to fondle my junk through my pants.
 

“Greeetch,” I warned.
 

“Whaaat?” she asked innocently.  “I’m just cleaning.”
 

Sighing, I turned around so the warm water could sluice the mess off the back of my armor as Gill continued to scrub.
 

“That’s good enough,” Skryvonna announced, and the armor disappeared from my torso.
 

Skryvonna appeared naked in the stream of water with the rest of us. Trying to distract myself, I leaned around her and tuned on a few more heads, increasing the radius of the shower spray.
 

“Oh, this is quite nice,” Skryvonna purred, closing her four eyes and tilting her face up to the spray.
 

Unable to help myself, I stole a glance at her compact bronze body.  While not overly muscular or particularly buxom, her body was beautifully symmetrical and alluring.
 

Just the hint of padding on her hips and rear rounded out tight legs and thighs.  Her smooth hourglass torso supported a gravity defying pair of perfectly shaped medium breasts, each topped with a small dark red areola and eraser sized nipple.
 

Following her graceful neck to her face, I nearly jumped when I discovered a single eye open and staring at me.
 

Rather than berate me, Skryvonna smirked and asked, “Enjoying yourself?”
 

While I searched for a response, Gill came to my rescue.
 

“You can’t blame him for looking.  You’re beautiful!” Gill complimented with a smile.  “Would you like me to wash your hair?  You won’t believe how good it feels in the shower.”
 

Skryvonna looked uncertain before hesitantly nodding.  “I suppose that would be ok.”
 

Gill gathered up the curly light pink hair and began massaging soap into the drider’s scalp, drawing a quiet moan from Skryvonna as goosebumps broke out over her body.
 

Gretch drew my attention when she started stripping off my sopping clothing. I tried to ignore the muted moans of the scary scorpion lady getting her hair washed by my beautiful hyena wife.  My life was so weird.
 

Finally nude, I reveled in the feeling of warm water pelting my skin.  The sensation second only to Gretch’s soapy hands running over my body.  I felt her hot mouth close over my erection and forced myself to open my eyes and stop her.
 

“Gretch, I appreciate it, but we don’t have time.  Besides, it’s rude to Skryvonna.”
 

Gretch’s mouth came off me with a pop.
 

“I was just making sure you were clean,” she protested, looking up at me with complete innocence written on her face.
 

“Sure you were,” I replied, tousling her wet hair.
 

“You… don’t have to stop on my account,” Skryvonna said so quietly that I almost didn’t hear her.
 

Gretch’s eyes grew wide, and she began to dive back down, but I stopped her with a hand on her forehead. 
 

“Later,” I promised. 
 

Glancing over, I saw that Gill had moved her washing to Skryvonna’s back.  The drider’s four eyes were all heavy lidded as she intently watched Gretch and I while getting a firm back rub.              
 

“You guys about done?” I asked, shutting off some of the showerheads. 
 

Skryvonna’s eyes widened, and she disappeared, leaving a perplexed Gill massaging air.
 

“You okay?” I asked.
 

“I’m… fine,” Skryvonna replied a little shakily.  “I’m not used to being touched.  That’s all.”
 

I suddenly felt very sorry for the woman, wondering how long it had been since she had felt physical affection.
 

“No!” she protested.  “You will not feel sorry for me, human.”
 

“I don’t,” I assured her, muting the mental connection.
 

“We’ve got to go, girls,” I announced.
 

They both pouted but vanished anyway. 
 

I wrapped a towel around myself and relived the worst parts of the recent battle to chase my erection away.  Once presentable, I scooped up my gear and padded out into the great room. 
 

Purple laughed and whistled when I emerged clothed only in a towel.  Laughing good naturedly at her cat calls, I made it to the much-diminished auction kiosk and spent another 200 exp on another set of clothes and boots. Picking up the new clothes, I ducked into the bathroom to dress myself. 
 

Fully clothed again, I summoned my armor, shield, and club, emerging from the bathroom like a proper warrior should.
 

“Heh, I much prefer you fully clothed.  You look so fragile and pink out of armor,” Fierg scoffed dryly.
 

“I bet,” I agreed.  “You ready to get back?”
 

“Lead the way,” he said, standing and following me to the new portal. 
 

I pulled out my portable light slate and ported us back to the dungeon.
 

“Took you long enough,” Jorgan grumped when we appeared back in the dungeon anteroom.
 

Rather than reply, I gawked at the piles and piles of dead bugs stacked around the room’s walls.  As I watched, a few trolls wandered in and slung a few more hive scout bodies onto the lowest pile.
 

“This is going to take a minute,” I muttered. 
 

“Best get started then,” Fierg said from beside me.  “Anything I can do to help?”
 

“Nah,” I answered.  “I just have to port them all over and list them on the auction house.”
 

Keenly interested in how much the queen’s corpse would be worth, I placed my hand on her massive head and ported her back first.
 

Excitedly turning to the auction, I searched the swarm corpse request and quickly found several listings for a queen.
 

“Forty gold!” I shouted, pumping a fist in the air.  “We’re rich, bitch!”
 

“I don’t know that I would consider forty gold to be riches,” Skryvonna said, raining on my parade.
 

“Ugh,” Gretch retorted. “You don’t have to be a bitch all the time.  Forty gold is a fortune!”
 

“You would think so,” Skryvonna said with disdain.
 

“It’s a lot more gold than I’ve ever seen,” Gill spoke up.  “There’s no reason not to celebrate it.”
 

Sighing, my elation flagging, I said aloud, “It’s fine.  Our share will be about twenty thousand dollars, the way I think about money.  No, it’s no fortune, but it gives us some much-needed financial security.”
 

I hit the ‘fill order’ icon and converted one giant bug into gold pieces.  The tiny bag of gold looked absurdly small where it sat in place of the giant corpse.  Walking over a picking it up, I bounced the clinking bag in my hand a few times before setting it aside and porting back to the dungeon for the next load of corpses.
 

It took the better part of an hour to ferry all the remaining corpses to my nexus and convert them into coin.  I ended up having to place sell orders for the last few loads as I had filled all the buy orders.
 

When all was said and done, I handed a bag of forty-two gold and twelve silvers to Jorgan.
 

“We need to take you with us raiding,” he declared with a chuckle.  “We have to leave so much behind for lack of room.”
 

Laughing myself, I answered, “I’ll have to pass.  I think I’ll be using my random location button soon.  There is a lot of Tournion out there left for me to explore.”
 

I honestly had no interest in raiding other countries.  While it may sound like good fun from an abstract point of view, I imagined the reality would be too brutal for my taste. 
 

The trolls were amiable enough to me, but I imagined that their raids weren’t seen as a fun game by their victims.  Regardless of how they treated their thralls, they still took slaves and stole from other peoples. 
 

It made me uncomfortable how much I liked most of them as individuals when I considered the reality of their culture.  With a mental shrug, I decided it wasn’t my place to judge a culture so foreign. 
 

I could try to free a few thralls that didn’t want to be here, but I certainly wasn’t going to try to reform troll society or anything ridiculous.  At least they didn’t sacrifice prisoners to the sun… as far as I knew.
 

Jorgan found me during my musings and cleared his throat to get my attention.
 

“You upgraded the portal again to allow the queen to go through?” He asked.              
 

“Yes, Chief,” I responded, copying the way that the other trolls addressed him.
 

“How many people can you transport at a time now?”
 

Checking the light slate, I responded, “Twenty-five is the new total.”
 

“Good,” he grunted.  “Willing to ferry us all back?  No sense spending the night in a ruined dungeon if we don’t have to.”
 

“Sure thing, Chief,” I answered.
 

He peered at me with a funny expression for a moment before grinning.  “I think I’m going to adopt you into the clan, human.”
 

“It, uh… would be an honor, Chief.” I said, hesitantly.
 

“Ask him what is required of you,” Skryvonna hissed quickly.
 

“What would be required of me if I joined the clan,” I asked.
 

Waving a negligent hand, he said, “Nothing really.  If your clansman is in trouble, you help him.  We won’t ask you not to leave or anything.  I suspect you will be visiting regularly regardless, given the simplicity of travel at your disposal.”
 

Nodding, I stuck out my hand.  He clamped down on my wrist in a brief shake before turning away and shouting for his troops to organize.
 

It took three trips, since the wounded counted against the total and didn’t disembark on the first two.  The first group solemnly gathered up the dead before being brought to the town square.  The last group collected the wounded and helped them to the portal. 
 

Standing in the middle of town with Fierg’s squad around me I asked, “Hey Fierg, could you guys escort me to the goblin camp tomorrow?  I think I have a place for them to go, but I’ll never find them without a guard.
 

“Sure,” he answered, clasping my wrist. “Be at the compound around midday.  I’m sure Bierg will want to see you before we head out.”
 

Once they departed, I teleported myself home.
 

Checking the dungeon time, I noticed that it must be after midnight because there was over seven hours remaining.  All the girls popped into existence as I was checking the slate.
 

“I presume we’re done for the night?” Gill asked.
 

Chuckling, I answered, “Definitely not.  We are in for the night, though.”
 

Gretch had walked up beside Gill and pressed herself bodily against the taller woman’s hip and thigh.
 

“You going to do us for the rest of the night, Chief?” she asked, with a lascivious grin.
 

“Probably,” I admitted, “But that will have to wait until later.  Right now, I need to check quests and gather rewards.”
 

“I am interested to see what you do with the rewards,” Skryvonna announced from behind my right shoulder.  “I will accompany you.”
 

Strolling into the great room, I noticed Purple asleep on a couch, one leg and arm dangling down to the floor.
 

Gently shaking her shoulder, I woke her up.
 

“Oh, Chief!” she exclaimed when her eyes fluttered open. 
 

“What are you doing out here?” I asked with a smile.  “You can go to bed.”
 

“I was waiting for you to get back.  Didn’t know if you wanted me for anything else,” she said through a wide yawn. 
 

“You’ve done enough for one night, silly troll,” I answered, having to stifle the sympathetic yawn response she’d triggered.  “Go to bed.”
 

Elyria walked in from the kitchens with a tray of steaming mugs. 
 

“I thought I heard your voice,” she said, with a tired smile.  “I’ve got tea for everyone.”
 

“Wow, thanks,” I said, snagging a mug and taking a sip of the bitter but not unpleasant brew before continuing.  “You can go to bed as well.  Thank you both so much for all your help tonight.  You did more than I could ever ask.”
 

Elyria bowed and set her tray on the breakfast table. 
 

“Have a good night, everyone,” she said with a cute little bow that caused her white bunny ears to bob.
 

Once she was gone, Purple turned to me and asked, “Are you going to bed as well?”
 

“Still have a few things to do,” I said, taking another sip as I went to the small portal dais. 
 

Pulling up the quest log, I dug in.
 

Quests:
 

Quest: Goblin Refugees
 

A tribe of dungeon goblins has lost their dungeon.
 

Find a place that is willing to take in the goblin refugees.
 

You have accepted this quest
 

Quest: Eliminate the Swarm (group)
 

Swarm have infested Erif.
 

Find the main body of swarm and eliminate the queen
 

Bonus: No swarm survive
 

Rewards:
 

5000 exp
 

2 soul gems
 

Increased reputation with the trolls of Erif
 

Bonus: 2 soul gems
 

I laughed aloud as I spun to find Gill reading over my left shoulder.  Cupping her cheek in my hand I lay a gentle kiss on her lips drawing a startled look.
 

“What…” she started to ask, but I shushed her with a finger. 
 

Whispering directly into her twitching canine ear, I said, “Equip up please.”
 

She instantly disappeared.
 

“You need to be more powerful if you want to be the alpha of my wives, right?” I asked, while navigating the light slate before me to the correct screen.
 

“Um, I…” She trailed off when I hit the button to upgrade her from green to blue, spending ten of my twelve soul gems in the process.
 

“Oh gods,” she moaned after a few seconds. 
 

Having heard her in the throes of orgasm before, I just went ahead and assumed that the experience wasn’t unpleasant for her.
 

“Did you just…” Skryvonna asked, not completing her sentence.
 

“Yep,” I answered with a wide grin.
 

“Just what?” Gretch demanded.
 

“You can come on out Gill,” I said aloud.
 

Gill appeared before us, different yet the same.  She may have lost an inch of height and probably ten pounds, but she looked sleeker, her every muscle twitching with restrained power. 
 

Her Roman style leather armor replaced with purple silk garments that made me think of Asian lingerie more than anything else.  The flawless expanse of her exposed grey skin glowed with health and vitality.
 

Raising her hands before her eyes, she slowly flexed them into fists. 
 

“I look the same but…  I feel…”
 

Her gleaming yellow eyes flicked up to mine in an unmistakably predatory gaze, before she sprang at me.  Lifting me bodily in the air, she kissed me with such ferocity that our teeth clacked together.  Her tongue forced its way roughly into my mouth as if she were trying to shove it down my throat.
 

Grunting in pain, I tapped her side as if I were tapping out in a grappling fight.
 

“Ribs,” I groaned when she released the pressure enough for me to speak.
 

“Oh gods,” she exclaimed, setting me back on me feet.  She sank to her knees before me.  “I’m so sorry, master!  Thank you, master!”
 

Hiding my pain, I bopped her nose with a finger.  “None of that.  We aren’t in the bedroom.”
 

Gretch quietly reached out and stroked the back of the kneeling gnoll’s neck. 
 

“What did he make you?” she asked reverently, completely serious for maybe the first time I’d ever seen.
 

“Let’s find out,” I declared turning back to the screen.
 

Name: Gill Raventouch

 

Level:6 (2400 exp until next level)                    Add EXP

 

Race: Gnoll Alpha

 

Gender: Female

 

Age: 25

 

Strength: 13

 

Agility: 9

 

Endurance: 10

 

Aptitude: 4

 

Intelligence: 9

 

Wisdom: 7

 

Durability: 9

 

Resistance: 6

 

Weapon: Gnoll Alpha War Pick
 

Category: Superb
 

Damage Type: Blunt/piercing
 

Effect: + 5 Strength
 

  +3 Endurance
 

  +4 Agility
 

Abilities:  Crushing Blow
 

Crushing Blow:  Wielder can occasionally deal a devastating   crushing strike that partially negates blocks and armor.

 

Spectral Bite:  The sentient spirit in the weapon can occasionally manifest a giant spectral hyena that will attack your foe once before disappearing. This ability can be triggered by the wearer or designated to the weapon’s sentient controller.

 

I let out a long whistle of appreciation as I read over the increased statistics. 
 

“Mind equipping up for a second so I can get a look at your new weapon form?” I asked a still dazed and kneeling Gill.
 

“Of course,” she whispered before disappearing.
 

Willing my ‘club’ to my hand, I grinned at the beautiful weapon Gill had become.  My hand gripped the tightly wrapped leather haft of a dark metal war pick.
 

Nearly three feet long, the metal shaft terminated in the stylized head of a hyena.  The beautifully rendered snarling face composed a blunt hammer face on one side. Triple ridges of the creature’s hair drew back from its brow and extended a foot in the other direction, forming a tri-bladed pickaxe blade.
 

“Would have been nice to have you in this form before fighting the queen,” I murmured, stroking the intricately forged hammer face of the hyena with my thumb.
 

“Next time, Andric,” Gill replied in my mind with an eager growl that set my neck hairs on end. 
 

I dismissed the war-pick with a shiver and said, “Go ahead and come back out.”
 

Turning to the screen, I pulled up the experience and found the swarm queens entry.
 

Swarm Queen: 100,000exp
 

Reward divided by surviving combatants: 14,285exp
 

“Shit, she was worth a ton,” I breathed.  I scrolled over to my currency totals next.
 

Experience: 19,795
 

Soul Gems: 2
 

Seeing that Gill and Skryvonna were shooting envious looks at Gill’s new, more powerful body, I smirked.  “Did you guys think I would leave you out?” I asked.  I pumped another level into everyone, leaving me with 12,595 experience points. This time I made sure to carefully go over everyone’s stats.  Not knowing exactly what I was working with was a rookie mistake that I didn’t intend to make.


Name: Skryvonna Voraxen
 

Level:7 (4800 exp until next level)                    Add EXP
 

Race: Greater Drider (Hexaxe Scorpion)
 

Gender: Female
 

Age: 44
 

Strength: 9
 

Agility: 14
 

Endurance: 12
 

Aptitude: 8
 

Intelligence: 10
 

Wisdom: 8
 

Durability: 14
 

Resistance: 11
 

Aptitude: 8
 

Luck: 4
 

Armor: Hexaxe Scorpion Chitin Plate
 

Category: Superb
 

Armor Type: Chitin
 

Effect: +5 to Agility
 

             +4 to Durability
 

  +4 to Resistance
 

Abilities:  Shadowmeld
 

       Poison Sting
 

Name: Gretchen Quicktoe
 

Level:7 (4800 exp until next level)                    Add EXP
 

Race: Goblin Skirmisher
 

Gender: Female
 

Age: 20
 

Strength: 5
 

Agility: 10
 

Endurance: 6
 

Aptitude: 3
 

Intelligence: 5
 

Wisdom: 5
 

Durability: 7
 

Resistance: 6
 

Luck: 4
 

Armor: Blackwood Banded Round Shield
 

Category: Rare
 

Armor Type: Shield
 

Effect: +6 to Durability
 

+5 to Resistance
 

Abilities:  Tar Blast
 

Name: Gill Raventouch
 

Level:7 (4800 exp until next level)                    Add EXP
 

Race: Gnoll Alpha
 

Gender: Female
 

Age: 25
 

Strength: 14
 

Agility: 9
 

Endurance: 10
 

Aptitude: 4
 

Intelligence: 9
 

Wisdom: 7
 

Durability: 9
 

Resistance: 6
 

Weapon: Gnoll Alpha War Pick
 

Category: Superb
 

Damage Type: Blunt/piercing
 

Effect: + 5 Strength
 

  +4 Endurance
 

  +4 Agility
 

Abilities:  Crushing Blow
 

Spectral Bite

 

“You’re all terrifying,” I said with a chuckle when I’d finished studying their individual stats.
 

“Yes,” Skryvonna agreed.  “I wish to see your stats, though.”
 

Nodding in affirmation, I pulled them up.


Name: Andric Graven
 

Effective lvl: 10
 

Race: Human
 

Gender: Male
 

Age: 20
 

Strength: 5 (10)
 

Agility: 4 (13)
 

Endurance: 4 (8)
 

Aptitude: 3
 

Intelligence: 5
 

Wisdom: 3
 

Luck: 4
 

Durability: 2 (12)
 

Resistance: 2 (11)
 

Weapon slots: 2

 

Armor slots: 2

 

Accessory slots:2

 

“You should fill your slots, Andric.” Skryvonna stated flatly, reading over my shoulder.  “I know you think you are doing the people trapped in the void some kind of favor by not summoning as many as you can, but that is stupid.  They would all prefer even your company to the emptiness of the void.”
 

I winced, knowing that someone would bring it up eventually.  Thralls, I could free, but not Summons.  They were pretty much stuck with me and I with them.  It was a hell of a commitment to make to someone I didn’t know even disregarding the moral issues.
 

“I know,” I answered dryly.  “Maybe tomorrow.  Let’s see if rehoming the goblin refugees gives me any more soul gems first.
 

“Acceptable,” Skryvonna said, curtly.
 

“Glad you approve,” I snarked, turning away from the screen. 
 

“Now, I’m going to bed.  I don’t care who comes with me, but my ribs hurt too bad for anything but sleep,” I declared with a hard look and Gretch and Gill.
 

Gretch stuck out her bottom lip in a pout.
 

Gill lightly swatted her arm before looking back at me and replying, “Of course, Andric.  We’ll be good.” She cast a sharp glance at the still pouting goblin before adding, “I’ll make sure of it.
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“Wake up, Andric,” A soft voice pierced the nightmare that gripped my subconscious mind.  A gentle hand shook my shoulder pulling me entirely from the pits of horror composing that dream.
 

My facilities returning, I cracked an eye expecting to see Elyria waking me up but, was surprised to find Skryvonna’s otherworldly visage leaning over and looking into my face.
 

She put a finger to her lips and beckoned me to follow as she glided out of the room.
 

Curious, I carefully extracted myself from the nude forms of Gretch and Gill, managing to get out of the huge bed without waking either of them.  Quickly dressing, I left the room to find Skryvonna waiting for me in the hall.
 

“What’s going on?” I whispered.
 

“I told you that I wished to speak with you,” she reminded me with a glare.
 

“Sure, no problem,” I answered through a yawn.  “How long before we have to leave?”
 

“An hour,” she said while moving down the hall to my office. 
 

Entering behind her, I took a seat at my desk for the first time, briefly admiring its mahogany surface before looking up to see Skryvonna seating herself across from me.
 

She smoothed her silks around her before meeting my eyes. 
 

“I think that I want to bond with you,” she said flatly, without preamble.
 

“Okay, not what I expected…” I said slowly.  “I thought you didn’t want me anymore?”
 

Skryvonna sighed, and her coiled tail swayed from side to side above her head.
 

“I… don’t know if I want you or not, but that is largely irrelevant,” she said after a long pause.
 

Sighing myself, I leaned back and stared at her, waiting for an explanation.
 

“I was trying to kill myself when me met,” she stated, her liquid obsidian eyes boring into me.
 

Not sure what to say, I kept my trap shut and waited for her to continue.
 

Seeing that I wasn’t going to comment, she elaborated, “When I got here and saw a fledgling battlemaster with a paltry gnoll and goblin to his name, I assumed you would die soon.  I thought, if I could make you bond with me, I could stop being sent to the void, being pulled out by odious men and discarded just as quickly.”
 

She paused for a breath, balling her hands into fists on the dark surface of the desk.
 

“When you refused, and took the goblin instead, I assumed that you were going to dump me back into the void, regardless of what you said.  When you didn’t do that, I assumed that you would die, and I would’ve been sent back regardless.”
 

Nodding somberly, I said, “I hope you realize that I don’t intend to send you back.  I’m doing my best not to die, either”
 

Her mouth crooked into a sardonic grin before she answered, “You seem to be trying very hard to die.  That is why I wish to bond with you now.  I no longer wish for this last life to end soon.  I also don’t wish to return to the void when you get yourself killed.”
 

“I… don’t understand,” I admitted.  “You like it here with us?”
 

“It is a… refreshing experience.  You have no understanding of what I am, and you treat me as just another Summon.  You don’t seem to be any more scared of me than your gnoll.  I’m not sure if I like it, but it’s interesting.  Therefore, I would like to live longer, to see what you do.”
 

“Besides,” she continued. “You actually take my advice and don’t act like a spoiled child when I tell you what needs to be done.  It is possible that you may live for quite a long time.”
 

“Okay,” I said.  “How does that translate into you wanting to bond with me?”
 

“Oh.” She barked a chuckle. “You will surely die too soon if you don’t.  I was helpless to save you from the swarm queen, and your other Summons were of little use.”
 

“I think Gill did an admirable job of keeping me in one piece,” I disagreed.
 

“Admirable yes, but hardly sufficient.  What happens when the danger is too great for your gnoll to handle?”
 

Deciding that comparing her prowess to Gill or Gretch’s was pointless given that I had never seen her in action, I tried a different tact. 
 

“So, you want to have sex with me to ensure I live longer while also ensuring that you die when I do rather than returning to the void?”
 

“Yes, but I want to impose conditions before,” she stated, continuing before I could interject.  “Gill has told me all about your sexual proclivities.  I will not be meek and submissive in your bed.  The thought of it turns my stomach.”
 

I burst out laughing.  I knew it was a horrible idea, but I couldn’t help myself. 
 

“Explain your amusement,” Skryvonna demanded regally.
 

“I’m not a sadist,” I explained, having wrestled my laughter under control.  “One or two of my past lovers needed that kind of thing, so I learned how to fill the role.  If you had to categorize my true sexual proclivities, it would be fairer to say that I try to understand and carry out my partners desires.”
 

“Oh,” she said, nonplussed.  “What about Gretch?  Do you not dominate her as well?”
 

“As far as I can tell, Gretch is similar to me in that regard.  She doesn’t care as much about how sex is happening but just wants to be involved when it does,” I answered.
 

“And if I wanted to be the dominate one?” Skryvonna asked with an arched eyebrow.
 

Holding out my hands, I replied, “It doesn’t do much for me to play the submissive, but I’ve done it before.  All of this is irrelevant, though.”
 

Her face twisted in anger as she asked, “How so?”
 

“Well, I’m kind of married to Gretch and Gill now… I think,” I answered, thinking it out as I went.  “I get the impression that neither of them would be upset if I had a fling with someone, but if you and I got together, it wouldn’t be a fling.”
 

Face blank again, Skryvonna argued, “I only wish to bond once so that I can keep your stupid ass alive.”
 

“Doesn’t matter,” I said with a wave of my hand.  “Do you know that once we bond, we can feel each other’s emotions, not just thoughts?”  I continued before she could answer.  “I’d sleep with you in a heartbeat, but you have to convince Gretch and, more importantly, Gill.  Right now, you’re not bound to me.  If you asked, I could send you back to the void to await another battlemaster.  No matter what, if we sleep together, you’d officially become part of the family.  That’s not a question that I can answer on my own.”
 

Skryvonna slowly nodded.  “And if I did get… permission, then I would be afforded the same respect when you have more Summons.”
 

“Yeah,” I answered, not having to think about it.  “There is no way I’m sharing my entire life with women who don’t get along.  I’m not opposed to having multiple wives, but it’s something that I’d never have even considered back home.  I’d certainly never bring someone into the family without consent of everyone involved.”
 

Nodding again, Skryvonna rose smoothly from her chair.
 

“Wait,” I said, stopping her.  “What about drider culture?  How do relationships normally work for your people?”
 

Her lips curled into the small smile as she answered.  “My society is matriarchal.  There are harems in drider culture, but it is always the females who have harems of men.”
 

“Good to know,” I answered, my nose involuntarily wrinkling in distaste.
 

Skryvonna laughed the rich evil laugh of hers.  “Don’t worry Andric, I have had years to come to terms with the fact that I will not be getting a harem as long as I’m a weapon.  Who knows, maybe you will do so well in your life that I will be offered a chance to become a battlemaster upon our mutual deaths.”
 

I stood and walked her out.  “I just hope we live a long and happy life, regardless.”
 

She repeated her evil laugh, saying, “That’s not likely, but more so if I can actively work to keep you alive.”
 

We ran into Elyria in the hall.  Apparently on her way to wake me, she stopped and smiled when she saw us.
 

“Breakfast will be ready soon, Sir,” she announced with a little curtsy before scurrying off back down the hallway.
 

Smiling after the happy bunny girl, I threw open the door to my bedroom and called, “It’s nearly time to go.”
 

Instantly, I felt Gretch in my head as she simply vanished from the bed. 
 

Gill stood and stretched, giving me an excellent view of her sleek, muscular frame before stalking up to me and kissing me soundly.
 

“Morning,” she breathed into my ear when she finished savaging my lips. 
 

Before I could answer, she too disappeared.
 

“I’m going to talk to them,” Skryvonna announced, disappearing herself.  I shook my head in exasperation as the buzz of unheard mental conversation started.
 

Seating myself at the breakfast table, I was rewarded when Elyria and Purple appeared, each setting platters down on the table.  I was further pleased when they both sat at the table with me.  They looked at me expectantly, so I picked up a large wooden spoon and began scooping scrambled eggs onto my plate.
 

When they made no move to join me, I laughed and insisted, “Dig in, it looks amazing.”
 

Purple smiled and began loading her plate with Elyria a step behind her.
 

“We have to get some shopping done this morning,” I said between mouthfuls.  “Are you both coming with me?”
 

“I’d rather not,” Purple admitted.  “I will if you need me to carry things, though.”
 

Waving her comment off with a hand, I said, “Maybe at the next town we find.”
 

“I’m coming,” Elyria chirped happily.
 

“Good,” I smiled before shoveling more bacon and eggs into my mouth.
 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
 

Walking the streets of Rathfuerg with Elyria, I notice that she received a few disparaging looks, despite being dressed in a much less revealing dress than she’d worn when I’d first met her.  Assuming people just knew who she was and sneered out of habit, I glanced over to see if it was affecting her. 
 

If she even noticed, she hid it well as she bounced along beside me with a sunny smile on her face.
 

“This is the first store, sir,” she announced, stopping at a large open-air grocer. 
 

Finding the troll shopkeeper with my gaze, I asked, “If I make a large purchase, can you have it all delivered to the town square in an hour?”
 

“I suppose so,” the rail thin man answered, thoughtfully fingering the point of a tusk.  “Would you be willing to pay a quarter silver for the transport?”
 

“Sure thing,” I answered with a smile.  Turning to Elyria, I said, “Think you can pick out food for all of us for about two weeks?  Err on the side of getting too much.  Oh, and get an assortment of alcoholic drinks.”
 

“Um… do you want salted meats? I’m not sure if meat will last that long?”
 

“I’m pretty sure I can take care of that,” I replied with a wink.  “Just pick out the best food, and I’ll go get storage sorted out.
 

Though she looked a bit overwhelmed, she nodded firmly and began discussing meats and veggies with the shopkeeper.
 

Porting back to my nexus, I brought up the ‘rooms’ menu, and for the low, low price of three thousand exp I acquired two cooling cabinets and a large deep freeze.
 

Blinking back to the town square, I hurried back to the grocer’s shop and caught Elyria just finishing up her negotiations.
 

Turning to me, the skinny troll shopkeeper demanded, “Thirty-two silver.”
 

Nodding, I pulled out the money and handed it over despite Elyria shaking her head behind the man. 
 

As we walked away from the shop, she turned to me and said, “That was much more than the food was worth.  I’m so angry!  It shouldn’t have been more than five silver.”
 

I instinctively reached out and arm and gave her a firm side hug as we walked.  “It’s fine. I’m sure they fleece all the out of towners.  Don’t worry about it.  If he delivers poor quality food, on the other hand…“ I trailed off, my voice going flat.
 

“Oh, I informed him that you were a personal friend of Jorgan Brandr.  I’m sure he wouldn’t stoop so low,” she reassured me.
 

“Good job,” I said, giving her shoulder another squeeze before releasing her.  “Where to next?”
 

“The weavers and leatherworkers,” she answered.  “I assume you would like enough sheets and blankets for all the beds.”
 

“Yeah,” I answered.  “I could use a lot more towels and cloths also.”
 

The rest of the morning passed in a pleasant blur of acquiring pots, pans, scented candles, towels, and other assorted household goods.
 

We were waiting for the last of the deliveries at the square when Gill spoke up.
 

“You should have a house symbol, Andric,” she informed me. 
 

“I’ll… consider it,” I answered, amused at the notion.  I wasn’t nobility, in any sense of the word.
 

“You’re not a commoner either,” Skryvonna put in, surprising me by supporting Gill’s idea.  “You should have an official crest on your household items and clothing.  It will improve your perceived standing when you do deal with the nobility.”
 

“I don’t intend to deal with the nobility at all,” I protested.
 

“Says the man meeting the clan chief of a tribe of trolls in the next few hours.” Skryvonna snarked.  “The same man who has befriended that chief’s sons and helped save the entire kingdom from a potential swarm invasion.  I’m sure you’ll never deal with nobles.”
 

Sighing in defeat, I thought, “Ok fine.  I’ll make my crest a Staffon’s face.”
 

“I love it,” Gill enthused as I imagined a stylized pit-bull face that I’d seen somewhere.
 

“That is surprisingly appropriate,” Skryvonna thought.  “You certainly are as stubborn as that breed supposedly is.”
 

“I like Fluffy!” Gretch joined in, apparently missing the point of the entire conversation.
 

The arrival of our food saved me from having to think any further about family crests or pit bulls.
 

A young troll boy struggled under the weight of the large handcart he pushed into the square.  Panting, he looked at me and asked, “This for you, sir?”
 

“Yep,” I agreed handing him a 25c round. “I’ll push it up to the bind point and bring back the cart once we get it unloaded.”
 

“Pa said you paid for the cart too,” he said, a confused look wrinkling his face.
 

“Oh yeah, I forgot,” I said with a wink.  “Have a good day.”
 

“You too, sir,” he mumbled, looking around as if maybe there was another human with a lepun companion that he was supposed to deliver to.
 

Disregarding the lad, I ported us all back, along with the handcart full of food.  Everyone pitched in to help store it all.  Everyone, including Skryvonna.  I quirked a questioning eyebrow at her, but she just brushed past me and hoisted a burlap sack of potatoes.  Deciding not to pry, I just finished up and explained the freezer and iceboxes to an amazed Elyria and Purple. 
 

Popping back into town, I headed to the Brandr compound.  I would arrive a little early but figured that would be fine.  Along the way, I noted quite a lot of foot traffic to and from the compound.  Most of the people I passed were trolls who nodded politely, though the occasional beast-kin or thrall dashed by on some errand or other.
 

Many trolls milled around, both outside and inside the compound, causing concern to grow in the pit of my stomach.  There were more people around than when we were preparing to battle the swarm.”
 

“I think it’s ok Andric,” Gill said.  “Less than half of them seem to be warriors.”
 

Taking a closer look, I had to agree that most of the people loitering around seemed to be dressed for an important function, rather than a fight.  Brightly dyed togas and robes were the primary fashion.
 

“Not sure if that makes me feel better or worse,” I thought with an internal chuckle.  “I’m growing accustomed to combat, at least.”
 

The guards waved me through the gates without a word and I made my way into the great hall. 
 

“Andric!” Jorgan called from the head of the table where he and his sons appeared to be holding court.  Everyone in the room turned and cast curious glances my way.
 

“Chief,” I replied, and clumsily executed a shallow bow when I reached the foot of the table.
 

“My son was just regaling us with the tale of the swarm queen!” he exclaimed excitedly before taking a monstrous pull from the stein in his hand. “Perhaps you would aid us in the telling.”
 

Fierg stood, placing a hand on his father’s shoulder. “Later tonight, father.  We left unfinished business at the goblin camp and must return before the feast.”
 

“Ah, of course,” Jorgan muttered, deflating a bit.  “One thing though…” He looked at me sharply.  “Have you considered what you wanted for your favor?  It may help if I know before tonight.”
 

Put on the spot, I blurted the first thing that came to mind, “High capa…  er. A riding rhino, if possible, chief.”
 

“Hrmm…” he said, thumbing a tusk thoughtfully.  “Very well.  See that you all return by dusk.”
 

Fierg swept me into his wake on the way out the door. 
 

Once outside, he chuckled and said, “He’s already a little drunk.  Father likes you a lot, though. I wouldn’t be surprised if he actually does gift you a rhino.” He slugged me in the arm for emphasis.  “I hope you have a place to keep one of those stupid beasts.  And the fodder to feed one.  Oh, yea...”
 

He dug a coin purse from his waist pouch and tossed it to me.
 

Bouncing it in a hand, I asked, “What’s this for?”
 

“Proceeds for the red’s gear,” he answered through a dark grin.
 

“Fair,” I said, tucking away the purse without opening it. 
 

We found Ulfgar, Troat, and Vierna a short way from the compound, entertaining another group of younger trolls with stories. 
 

“Ready?” Fierg called to them. 
 

They hastily wrapped up their conversations and joined us.
 

“Where’s Axerager and everyone else?” I asked.
 

After a suspicious amount of grinning and shifting, Vierna spoke up. “Axerager saved Aelfled’s life before you got back.  I believe his sister, Aelffrith, decided the dwarf was worthy of a reward.  Aelfled’s still lied up injured.  I don’t think we’ll see any of them before the feast.”
 

I couldn’t help but laugh at the incredulous image of the beardless dwarf and the agile troll together, but I silently wished my vertically challenged buddy the best.
 

“What’s this feast for?” I asked when the general mirth over the unlikely couple had abated. 
 

“Funeral celebration. I also hear that the clan is adopting some stinky, good for nothing human,” he added with a shit eating grin.
 

“What is the chief thinking!” I shouted in feigned outrage.  “Everyone knows that humans are monsters.”
 

My companions chuckled and congratulated me on my impending induction into the clan.  Fierg broke up the revelry before it went on too long.
 

“We’d better get a move on,” he stated.  “We’ve got to be back by nightfall.”
 

I sobered and nodded before glancing around and asking, “Everyone ready?”
 

“Go.”
 

We hit the nexus for a few seconds before I sent us to the former dungeon.  Weapons flashed out as we surveyed the immediate vicinity for dangers.
 

“There is no swarm left according to my quest,” I informed them.  “Not to say that nothing else has moved in.”
 

Fierg grunted an agreement before sending Ulfgar ahead to scout as we moved out of the tunnel and into the murky sunlight of the rainforest.
 

“We’ve got to move quick,” Fierg said, suiting action to words. 
 

The trolls strode so long and quickly, I decided it would be easier to jog rather than try to powerwalk that fast. 
 

The forest didn’t exactly blur at our speed, but we ate the distance far more quickly than our trip out had taken us.
 

Two hours later, we cautiously approached the goblin camp.
 

“Trolls!” a high-pitched voice shrieked from somewhere in the forest.  “We’re under attack!”
 

“It’s the good trolls!” another voice challenged the first.  “The ones that ate the bad trolls!”
 

By the time we reached the camp’s perimeter, a smirking Jang and her ubiquitous bodyguards were waiting for us.
 

“Hello, Chief Jang,” Fierg said with a nod of his head, ignoring the two voices that were still arguing about our intentions unseen in the brush.
 

“War-leader Fierg,” Jang answered with an even shallower nod in return. “I hope you have come to collect that damn bawling pussy cat you left with us.”
 

“Um… yes.” Fierg answered hesitantly, apparently having forgotten the panther girl thrall-to-be.  “If you would lead the way.”
 

Sardonic smile still on her face, Jang led us to the center of the camp and commanded the prisoner be brought forward.  A short time later a very trussed up panther girl hobbled into the clearing, surrounded by guards. 
 

“She has tried to escape many times and wounded one of my clan,” Jang said, her voice thick with disgust.
 

“We have a healer that can see to your wounded,” Fierg replied, nodding to Troat.
 

“Rek, please lead the cleric to the wounded.”  She turned to Troat and continued, “Would you be willing to heal a few more?  Trag isn’t the only wounded among us.”
 

“I’ll see what can be done,” Troat replied, following the female goblin that led him to one of their makeshift tents.
 

“We thank you, War-leader Fierg,” she said with a deeper nod in Fierg’s direction.
 

“Sure,” Fierg replied, “The main reason we’re out here is because Andric wanted to speak to you.”
 

Jang looked me over and her smile grew fractionally. “Yes, the human warrior that wishes to find us a place to live.  What would you have of us, Human Andric?”
 

“Just Andric will do,” I replied.  “First of all, the swarm are eradicated, thanks to the trolls of Erif.” I nodded towards Fierg.  “Do you plan on resettling in the old dungeon?”
 

“We could do that,” Jang said speculatively.  “Another dungeon core may form in a hundred years or so, and whatever descendants remain could beg for it to take them in.”
 

“I know of a dungeon that would like to have you, if you would prefer?” My question drew surprised looks from Jang and the trolls around me. 
 

Fierg began a quite chuckle that grew into a full belly laugh. 
 

“Is he not telling the truth?” Jang asked Fierg, confusion wrinkling her brow.
 

Finally managing to strangle his laughter, Fierg wheezed out, “Nope, he’s not lying.  You have had the good fortune to meet the only person I know that has ever spoken to the Dungeon of Kobold Delight.  I just didn’t think of it, that’s all.”
 

Jang turned back to me with a serious look in her eyes.  “What do you propose to charge our tribe for introducing us to this dungeon?  We have very little, and I will not sell any of my people into slavery.”
 

Holding up a placating hand to the suddenly irate hobgoblin, I explained, “I don’t require anything of you.  In fact, the dungeon has agreed to pay me for transporting you there.”
 

Fierg erupted into howls of laughter again at the revelation.
 

“You will take me and one of my husbands to this dungeon.  If we agree, I will return with you and gather the rest of the tribe.”
 

“No problem,” I replied.  “Are you ready to go now?”
 

“I must prepare for the journey,” she said, once again narrowing her eyes in suspicion.
 

“No need,” I said.  “I have the ability to teleport us straight to the dungeon.”
 

Jang’s eyes widened before she composed herself and answered, “Very well. In that case, I am ready.”
 

One of the hobgoblin males behind her started to protest, but she silenced him, emphatically slashing her hand through the air.
 

“Bex, you’re coming with me,” she told the other male before turning to the protester.  “If I don’t return, you must lead the clan.”
 

His face darkened in restrained anger, but his agreeing nod raised my estimation of Jang’s leadership skills.
 

“This will go much faster if we all travel to the dungeon as that’s the nearest point that I can use as a teleport hub.  It will take multiple trips to get your entire tribe to the new dungeon,” I explained.
 

Just then, Troat exited the tent, followed by a stream of happily gibbering goblins.  Several of the females pressing themselves bodily against his legs, impeding his progress as he attempted to return to us.
 

Jang’s smile returned as she surveyed her healed people.  “It will take me some time to gather everyone up,” she said, her gaze returning to me.
 

“Please hurry,” Fierg insisted.  “There is a ceremony that we must be present for at nightfall.”
 

Instead of answering, Jang spun and began shouting orders, her… husbands peeling off to gather up people from opposite locations.
 

I wandered over to the panther girl as the goblins made their preparations. 
 

“What’s your name?” I asked.
 

The woman bared her fangs and spit at me,
 

Gill appeared with her mace drawn back. 
 

“Let me kill her, Andric,” she demanded, her golden eyes blazing with anger.
 

The woman shrank back as far as her bindings would allow. 
 

“My name is Court, master,” she said hurriedly.
 

Rolling my eyes, I thought, should have guessed.  Cats and dogs…
 

“I would suggest you don’t let Gill hear you thinking that thought,” Skryvonna thought. “But you’re essentially correct.”
 

Gretch just laughed like it was the greatest joke ever. 
 

“Well, Court,” I said with an explosive sigh and a headshake at Gill who disappeared. “Would you rather be a thrall to the blue trolls or temporarily be my thrall?  I’ll let you go as soon as we get someplace safe, but I’m not taking you into my home without the thrall compulsion in place.”
 

“You would break the thrall oath just to snap a slave collar around my neck,” she snarled.
 

“I’m not going to try to convince you,” I snapped, getting fed up with the conversation.  “Those are your choices.  Thrall to me for a few days, or the blues for the rest of your life.  I really don’t care.”
 

Gretch made an appearance, making the bound woman flinch.  She gently rubbed one flickering black cat ear and said, “The Chief really doesn’t want you, kitty.  He’ll let you go, but his patience is running out.”
 

Having said her piece, Gretch vanished as well, leaving the woman looking completely dumbfounded.
 

“I... I’ll go with you?” she asked more than said.
 

“Good,” I said with a smile.  “Let me just go find out how thralls are made.”
 

Calling Fierg over, I explained that I would be taking Court as one of the two thralls that Bierg owed me.
 

“You can have her for free,” Fierg growled.  “She participated in a raid against us.  She’d more likely be killed outright than enthralled if we bring her back.”
 

“I’ll still count her as one of the two,” I insisted.  “How do I go about making her a thrall?”
 

Fierg took a blank scroll from his pouch and drew a small knife.  Handing both to me, he instructed me to prick my finger and dab a bit of blood on the bottom of the scroll. 
 

Turning to Court, he rumbled, “You know the deal.  It’s got to be voluntary.  I’m going to free your arms.  If you attack or flee, I’m taking your head.”
 

She nodded meekly and didn’t move a muscle when he slashed her bindings free from her upper body.  Fierg unlimbered his axe before handing her the little knife.
 

I kept my comments about how voluntary the ritual was when the alternative was death, to myself. I felt bad for the woman’s plight, but in the same breath, I wouldn’t trust her to be alone with Elyria and Purple in my nexus without a safeguard in place.
 

Court pricked her thumb and smeared the dab of blood onto the parchment.  The words of the thrall contract filled in once the crimson liquid touched parchment.
 

Grunting in satisfaction, Fierg handed me the scroll and stowed his axe.
 

I let the parchment dissipate into extraplanar storage before helping Court out of the remaining bindings.
 

“I really will free you in a couple of days,” I tried reassuring her.  “You’re going to spend some time in my house unsupervised with my staff.  I just can’t risk you killing them while I’m not there.”
 

The dejected look didn’t fade from her face however, so I gave up on cheering her up. 
 

“Can you make a ten-mile forced march through the forest?” I asked.
 

She nodded wordlessly. 
 

“Well, just stay in my sight, please.  I’ll try to make you more comfortable when I get the time.”
 

She repeated the woeful nod, so I patted her shoulder and moved away from her.  There would be time to assure her of my intentions later.  It didn’t really matter. I’d release her as soon as I found civilization, anyway.
 

The trip back to the dungeon was slower, but not as slow as I’d feared.  The goblins proved to be hardy little people as they stoically ran the entire trip.  Even with the forced march, Fierg was glaring at the late afternoon sun by the time we arrived.
 

“We will arrive at my home shortly before continuing to the dungeon,” I explained.  “Please do not leave the glyph room that we are in as we will be continuing to the Dungeon of Kobold Delight almost as soon as we arrive.  I just have to drop off Court.”
 

Receiving nods of understanding, I ported myself, Jang, her man, and Court to the nexus.
 

“Come with me please, Court,” I said, walking into the great room and leaving the dumbfounded hobgoblins to gawp at the portal room.
 

Court followed silently, though her eyes darted around, taking in the room as we went through the doorway.
 

Purple and Elyria rose from a couch when they saw me.
 

“This is Court,” I explained.  “She was enthralled to the reds when they attacked the Brandr estate.  I’ve enthralled her to make sure she can’t hurt anyone here.  I’ll be releasing her as soon as we find an appropriate place.  Can you two find her a bedroom and make sure she’s comfortable?”
 

“Of course, Chief,” Purple said with a broad smile for Court.
 

Elyria clapped her hands excitedly.  “Would you like some tea, Ms. Court?”
 

Court hesitantly nodded, looking thunderstruck again.
 

“Well, I’ve got a lot to accomplish before I return,” I said.  “You girls have fun and don’t wait up for us.”
 

Just as I turned to go, Skryvonna appeared before Court in her war form.
 

The panther woman shrieked and fell on her ass, completely terrified.
 

Skryvonna’s human torso lowered until her face hovered directly before the shivering cat girl’s eyes. 
 

“These two are my friends,” Skryvonna said, her voice carrying the menace of death incarnate.  “They will be unharmed when I return.”
 

“Awww, Skryvonna,” Elyria chirped.  “I’m glad you think of me as a friend.”
 

Skryvonna snorted and vanished, leaving Court a trembling wreck.
 

Sighing at the unnecessary show of force, I turned to Purple.  “Help her settle in please.  We’ll be back in the early morning… I think.”
 

Purple giggled, already heading toward the shocked cat girl.  “No problem chief,” she said.  “See you in the morning.”
 









23   New beginnings



Ceria met us in the entryway after I ported my hobgoblin guests to the dungeon.
 

“Hello Andric,” she purred, eyeing the hobgoblins. 
 

“Hi sweety,” I answered with my best charming grin.  “Ceria, I’d like you to meet Chief Jang and her husband…” I trailed off, forgetting the muscular hobgoblin’s name.
 

“Bex,” Jang completed my sentence.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ceria.  I assume you’re the dungeon boss?”
 

Ceria looked a little uncomfortable at the question, her tail lashing a bit before she answered. 
 

“No, the dungeon boss is a shaman named Karnack.  I’m in charge of dealing with this human,” she finally admitted.
 

Gretch popped into existence behind Jang’s shoulder and announced, “Ceria is super nice.  She likes goblin girls and is a great kisser.”
 

“I, I… do? What?” Ceria sputtered.
 

“Who are you?” Jang demanded.
 

“Not important, I’m Andric’s,” Gretch answered dismissively while approaching the suddenly nervous kobold. 
 

“Isn’t she beautiful, Chief?” Gretch asked, gently stroking the skin of Ceria’s arm. “Anyway,” she continued before anyone could interject, “Your goblins will love it here.  This dungeon is really nice.  It gave Ceria to chief as a liaison.  Does that mean she has to sleep with you?”
 

“Definitely not,” I answered Gretch’s most recent question first.  “Please equip back up, Gretch.”
 

“Sure thing, Chief,” Gretch said, fading from view.
 

“I’m sorry about that, Ceria,” I apologized.
 

“Don’t apologize to her, Chief,” Gretch complained, “She likes me.  Notice she didn’t complain.  Maybe we can borrow her from the dungeon for a few days.  Then we could both have her in the nexus.”
 

“The next non-wife he sleeps with is going to be me,” Skryvonna interjected.
 

“Perhaps,” Gill answered.  “We have yet to agree to it, and it makes no difference.  If Master wants the kobold first, then your desires will just have to wait.”
 

“Ladies, please take the conversation private,” I requested, exasperated at the topic.
 

As soon as their discussion retreated to a muted buzz, I realized that I had missed some of the conversation between Ceria and Jang.
 

“…would be happy to provide you a home in exchange for giving up all free will in service to the dungeon,” Ceria was saying.
 

“I accept,” Jang replied immediately.
 

Wondering what the rest of the deal had been, I just shook my head and accepted that my plan had succeeded.
 

“Would you like me to retrieve the rest of you tribe, Jang?” I asked.
 

“Sure, take Bex with you,” she said over her shoulder before returning to her conversation with Ceria.
 

“Ready, Bex?” I asked.
 

“I suppose,” he grumbled, walking over to stand beside me. 
 

Three trips and nearly an hour later, the entire tribe of goblins had been relocated to the relative safety of the Dungeon of Kobold Delight.  Most of them had been shepherded deeper in the dungeon by ruddy kobolds by the time I brought the last group through, along with an annoyed Fierg.
 

“Should have just had you send me back,” he muttered as the latest group of goblins streamed into the dungeon with exclamations of wonder and woops of delight.
 

“Cheer up, almost done,” I said, distracted by scanning the kobolds for Ceria’s face. 
 

Seeing her talking to a group of goblins, I waved her over when I caught her eye.
 

“Yes, what can I do for you, human?” she asked, nearly as grouchy as Fierg.
 

“Just need my payment, and I’ll be out of your hair,” I explained.
 

She reached up and ran a hand through the shock of fiery red hair between her horns before asking, “My hair?”
 

“Your hair’s beautiful,” I sighed.  “I meant that I would leave as soon as I received payment.”
 

“Oh, “she said with a confused frown.  “Why didn’t you say so?”
 

She pulled a red stick from her belt and handed it over with a triumphant smile.
 

I took the smooth piece of red wood and examined it.
 

“What is it?” I asked.
 

“It’s a kobold shaman Wand of Immolation,” she declared smugly.  “It’s the most powerful item currently available to the dungeon.  Too bad it only works for kobolds.” She laughed, apparently thinking that she and the dungeon had got one over on me.
 

“It’s perfect,” I assured her with a broad smile.  “Thank you very much, Ceria, and you too, Dungeon.”
 

“Wait, what good is it to you?  Why are you so happy about it?” Ceria demanded.
 

I couldn’t help but reach out and pat the adorable but indignant little woman on the head. 
 

“It’s exactly what you promised me,” I explained.  “I’m just happy that you’re keeping your end of the bargain.”
 

She sighed in exasperation.  “You’re not going to tell me why you’re so happy, are you?”
 

“Nope, not this time,” I answered.  “Have a great day, sweetie.  Tell the dungeon to take good care of my goblin friends.”
 

“Sure, sure,” she said with a dismissive wave of her clawed hand.  “Feel free to bring the dungeon any other lost tribes of people that you run across.”
 

“I certainly will,” I agreed.
 

As soon as we arrived in my nexus, Fierg chuckled and slapped my back.
 

“You’re just going to sell it for soul gems, aren’t you?” he rumbled.
 

“Yep,” I said, tossing the wand onto a nearby platform of undeterminable function.
 

“Let’s get to the party,” I said, already typing in the correct destination.
 

After a quick port and a brisk run, we arrived at Brandr clan seat.  Slightly out of breath, but in high spirits, nonetheless. Before even entering the longhouse, I heard eerie music and drums emanating from the building. 
 

“We made it just in time,” Fierg commented.  “That’s the first song of the funeral celebration.”
 

I stopped him before we entered.
 

“I’m ignorant of your culture.  Why do you call it a funeral celebration?  You’re not sad to have lost people?”
 

“Sure, it would be sad if they died of old age in bed surrounded by their loved ones,” Fierg answered with an amused snort.  “They died fighting with a weapon in their hands.  They are all bound for Barkus’ realm of endless warfare, feasts, and orgies.”
 

“Like Valhalla?” I asked, surprised.
 

“No idea, uncultured swine,” he replied with a short laugh.  “We don’t have a name for Barkus’ realm besides the realm of the War God.  Call it what you will.  Now, hurry up and get inside.”
 

Accepting his jocular rebuke, I pushed open the door and pressed into the acrid smoke and strange sounds that assaulted my senses.  A group of troll minstrels wearing animal skull masks occupied a slightly raised stage at one side of the room.  Some sung or chanted deep in their throats while other beat staccato rhythms on an assortment of drums.  The smoke permeating the huge room smelled of woodsmoke, incense, and roast meat. 
 

An elf maiden immediately pressed a drinking horn into my hands.  I couldn’t help but notice she was dressed in a fairly revealing outfit for the occasion.  I watched as her lithe, athletic frame disappeared between the throngs of people in the hall.
 

Fierg moved up beside me, his own drinking horn in hand.  Clapping me on the shoulder, he shouted to the room in general, “To our fallen, may they save us a seat until we join them.”
 

A ragged cheer went up from the gathering and everyone knocked back their drinks.  Not wanting to be the odd one out, I did the same.  The sweet earthy taste of good mead washed over my tongue, followed by a savage bite in my chest as it went down.
 

“It’s going to be that kind of party, I guess,” I wheezed once the shudder passed.
 

“Indeed, it is,” Fierg announced cheerfully before he stalked off through the crowd. 
 

Left to my own devices, I wandered, looking for familiar faces.
 

“I want to drink too,” Gretch whined.
 

“You all deserve a party for keeping my dumb ass alive this long,” I agreed, taking another swig of the strong mead.  “I’ll tell you what, we already have plenty of alcohol at home.  I’ll upgrade the nexus again to give us more than eight hours and we’ll have a party of our own soon.”
 

“Really!” Gretch exclaimed.
 

“Sure,” I replied.
 

“Are you sure that’s the best use of your experience points, Andric?” Skryvonna asked, surprising me with her polite tone.
 

“Probably not,” I agreed, “But I’m going to do it anyway.  I’d like to spend some more time with my wives.”
 

“They are literally always with you,” Skryvonna argued. 
 

“It’s not the same and you know it,” Gill said.
 

“Before this becomes a fight,” I interjected.  “This is something that I have already decided to do, Skryvonna.  I don’t intend to reject your advice out of hand, but I won’t always do what you think is best.  Some decisions are going to be made for selfish reasons.  I’m not in a hurry to beat the game, so to speak.”
 

“That’s just it,” she said sharply.  “This isn’t a game.  Well, it is, but only if you are a god.  You’re just as trapped here as we are.  That being said, I won’t argue with you.  Just realize that your actions have consequences.”
 

“Duly noted,” I grumbled, my mood dampened by considering the reality of my situation.
 

“Andric!” a voice bellowed from my left, saving me from further pontifications on the meaning of my new life.
 

Looking around, I finally found Axerager pushing through the crowd of trolls.
 

“Axerager!” I greeted him excitedly, surprising myself with how glad I was to see my new friend.
 

“Jorgan’s looking for you,” he said when he was close enough not to have to yell over the staccato music and crowd noise.
 

“Lead the way,” I said. 
 

Only then did I notice that Aelffrith followed in the dwarf’s wide wake, a fond smile on her face.
 

“Hi Aelffrith,” I greeted.  “How’s your brother?”
 

“He’ll live,” she replied with a smirk.  “Let’s not keep the Chief waiting.
 

The unlikely couple escorted me through a side door and to the back where several people milled around a massive bonfire.
 

Fierg sat in a high seat flanked by his sons and a couple of beautiful troll women.  I realized that the twins had never said a word about their mother and eyed the regal troll women speculatively.
 

“Andric!” Fierg bellowed when I came into view.  “Come over here!”
 

I approached the Chief and bowed formerly, noting that bowing and such was beginning to feel less silly and more natural.
 

“Yes, Chief,” I called up.
 

“Do you accept the invitation to become an honorary member of clan Brandr?” he asked, in a deep and formal tone.
 

Realizing that the induction ritual had already begun, I answered in kind.
 

“I would be proud to be able to claim kinship with clan Brandr.  The clan has treated myself and any other in my presence with honor and respect.  I gladly accept your invitation Chief.”
 

I finally gave in to temptation and did one of those chest-pounding troll salutes.  Nobody objected, so I assumed that I’d earned the right.
 

“Bring the bench!” Jorgan called.
 

A couple of trolls sat a sturdy wooden bench down between Jorgan and the fire.  Looking more closely, I noticed some script etched into the surface.  Oddly enough, the translation magic didn’t seem to work on whatever word it was.
 

“Take a seat,” Jorgan ordered.
 

Shrugging internally, I sat down on the bench.  The hair prickle on the back of my neck as if I had received a mild shock but there was no reaction otherwise. 
 

“Clan Brandr has lost sons to Barkus’ realm today, but we have also gained a new one.  Come forth and meet the newest member of clan Brandr.  Look into his eyes and gauge his worth.”
 

A wizened old troll elder walked in front of me and clasped wrists with me, motioning for me to stay seated as he did.
 

“Look everyone in the eye as they greet you lad,” he whispered, leaning in and patting my back to disguise his intent.  “Welcome to the clan.”
 

The rest of the trolls in attendance passed by and gave my forearm a firm clasp, locking eyes with me one-by-one, men, women, and even children.  Shaking so many people’s arms while making eye-contact from a seated position felt a little awkward, but soon became commonplace as person after person stepped up to greet me.  No words were spoken after the elder’s advice, but each troll who clasped my wrist seemed to size me up and nod as they trooped by.
 

The faces were starting to blur by the time I looked up and saw Fierg’s stern visage above me.
 

After the same solemn shake and stare down, his face broke into a grin and he said, “Welcome to the clan, brother.  You can join my war party any time.  Just don’t go rushing ahead of the group to save the damsel in distress, yeah?”
 

“Agreed,” I answered with a chuckle of my own. 
 

Bierg took his brothers place, unsteadily shaking my wrist while maintaining his balance on peg legs and crutches.  I noticed that he now sported a necklace decorated with a dozen red ears.
 

“Nice necklace,” I said with a grin. 
 

“Isn’t it though?” he rumbled a solemn chuckle.  “You aren’t the only one that I asked for ears.  Too bad you weren’t in the clan already before I gave you the quest.  You’d have been honor bound to fulfill it without reward.”
 

I recognized his joke for what it was and didn’t attempt to get out of receiving the thralls he had adamantly insisted that I take.
 

“Fierg told you that I took that panther lady for one of my two, right?”
 

“Yeah,” he answered with a grin.  “You may be disappointed with your second one.  I know you like the ladies.  You’ll be needing him though.”
 

“Who?” I asked.
 

“I’ll let the Chief tell you,” Bierg said with a chuckle as he hobbled back to his seat.
 

Jorgan clasped my wrist last.  Looking into my eyes he smirked and winked before hauling me to my feet with frightening strength.
 

“I’ve given some thought to your favor,” he called over his shoulder as he led me into the darkness. 
 

Fierg and Ulfgar fell in behind me their tusks gleaming in the firelight as they grinned at some inside joke.
 

“I’ve noticed that you have developed a habit of taking in outcasts,” Jorgan said from ahead of me.  “I have a slightly unhappy thrall that you’re going to be needing.”
 

By now, I’d realized that we were headed in the direction of the massive stables along the entire east wall of the compound. 
 

Please be a high-capacity assault unicorn, I thought to myself.
 

“Bo’urk,” Jorgan called as we neared the stables.
 

“Yes Chief?” came a small, squeaky voice from the depths of the building.
 

“Come out here, there’s someone that I want you to meet,” Jorgan shouted, mirth creeping into his voice.
 

“Coming Chief!” the tiny voice drifted out, soon followed by the oddest little fellow that I had ever seen.
 

Little may not have been the correct word.  Short, for sure, but impossibly bulky for his short stature.  Bald, with olive green skin, he almost looked like a goblin that’d gotten into ALL the steroids. 
 

“Bo’urk, this is Andric,” Jorgan introduced us.  “I’m giving him one of the juvenile rhinos.  Thing is, he doesn’t know shit about raising one, unless I miss my guess.  I’m going to give you the choice of whether or not to go with him.”
 

The little green Mr. Universe looked at me skeptically.
 

“Purple’s contract belongs to him now, and from what I’ve seen, she couldn’t be happier.  I’ll let you talk to him and decide,” Jorgan finished his explanation and moved off a bit.
 

“Um, hello Burk,” I said sticking out a hand.
 

“It’s Bo’urk,” The little guy mumbled before clamping down on my wrist like a bear trap. 
 

If that’s the way he wants it, I thought, letting loose my own prodigious strength and hoping I wouldn’t snap all the bones in the strange man’s wrist.
 

“Strong,” he observed in that tiny voice. 
 

I was just glad he didn’t have a lisp, or I’d be unable to not make comparisons between him and the greatest heavyweight boxing champ of all time.
 

“You too, Bo’urk,” I said.  “Mind telling me a little about yourself?”
 

“I’m half orc, half gnome,” he declared, speaking rapidly.  “Strong, smart, and uh… short.  The blues took me while raiding an orc kingdom.  They aren’t so bad, but I don’t really fit in anywhere.  I’m a one of a kind, as far as I know.  At least they don’t have many orcs around here, or gnomes.  Neither like me much.  Most of the trolls just think I’m a deformed goblin.  I like animals the most.  Animals don’t give a shit who your parents are if you have a bit of biscuit in your pocket.”
 

A little surprised by the deluge of rapid-fire words, I took a step back.
 

Bo’urk grinned up at me with a mouthful of sharp teeth. 
 

“You gonna tell me about yourself or just stand there looking at me all crazy, Mr Andric strong human?”
 

“I’m, uh, a human.” I managed.  “A player from Earth.  I’ve never met any sentient people besides humans before being sent to this world, so you’re no odder than anyone else I’ve met.  I have a decent sized Nexus and stables.  I’m just now finding out that Jorgan’s decided to grant my wish for a high-capacity assault unicorn…” I trailed off when I realized, in my surprise at meeting Bo’urk, I’d used that dumb name I had given the rhinos
 

Bo’urk looked at me sideways for a second before exploding into peals of squeaky laughter.  He continued laughing far more than the joke warranted.  Slapping his knee with a ham sized hand, he squeaked out, “High-capacity assau- haha hehehehe… my gods!  I’m sold, Mr. Andric strong human.  Literally, I guess, though don’t tell the trolls I said that.  They don’t abide selling thralls.  High-capacity assault unicorn… hahe.. um.”
 

He cleared his throat and looked over to Jorgan, who had clearly heard the whole outburst, but stood impassively. 
 

“I’ll go with him,” Bo’urk said, finally sobering up enough to speak clearly.
 

“Good,” Jorgan said, nonplussed.  “Pick him out a mount.”
 

With that, the dignified troll Chief turned on his heel and strode back to the party. 
 

“I know just the one,” Bo’urk chattered excitedly, starting for the stable.
 

“One second, Bo,” Fierg spoke up. “Let’s get that contract taken care of so I can go back to drinking myself.
 

“Oh yea, no problem,” The half gnome said, hustling back over to us.
 

Two drops of blood later, I became the proud owner of a half orc, half gnome thrall.
 

“See you around, Andric,” Fierg said as he and Ulfgar headed back to the party.
 

I followed the chattering little guy into the stables where he led me to a large stone stall holding a beautiful white rhino.
 

“She’s only four months old, but she’s going to be the biggest,” Bo’urk rambled.  “She has the best temperament of the juveniles also.  Yessir, she’s the cream of the crop.”
 

I just staired in wonder at the pure white rhino before me.  She was already as tall as my head and pure white.  Not like the Earth version of white rhino’s that were mostly grey, but pristine white, with intelligent red eyes.
 

“If you compare me to that thing, I will stop trying to get Ceria in your bed, Chief,” Gretch suddenly piped up.
 

I barked an involuntary laugh.  “Gretch, stop trying to get Ceria into my bed, regardless.  I’m not going to compare you to the rhino.  Start thinking of a name though.”
 

“You okay, bossman?” Bo’urk asked wearily.
 

“Yeah, voices in my head,” I said, with another chuckle. 
 

“Urr…” Bo’urk began slowly backing away from me.
 

“Not those kinds of voices,” I said with a sigh.  “I’m a battlemaster.  Do you know how that works?”
 

“Nope,” he answered, still not coming closer to me.
 

“I get sentient spirits that are my weapons and armor,” I tried to explain.
 

He just looked at me like I was insane.
 

“Gill, would you please help me out here?” I asked aloud.
 

“Of course, Master,” her liquid sandpaper over velvet voice came from beside me.
 

“Hello, Bo’urk,” she continued.  “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance.  My name is Gill, I’m one of master’s bonded.  He can converse with us regardless of whether or not we are physically present.  You can stop looking at him like he’s crazy now.”
 

“Um… right!” he said in an even more strangled voice than before.
 

“You’ll get used to it,” I muttered as Gill faded away.  “How about introducing me to this beautiful girl?” I asked, gesturing to the rhino who had come to the bars to inspect her guests.
 

“Sure thing,” Bo’urk said, finally seeming to regain his composure.  “She doesn’t have a name yet. I’ve just been calling her Snowflake.” While he talked, he retrieved a few carrots from a bin and handed them to me.
 

I stuck one through the bars and she delicately retrieved it from my hand before munching it up. 
 

“I can’t believe he gave us a rhino,” I breathed, feeding her another carrot.
 

“Um, how are you planning to get us to wherever you’re staying?  Are you going to leave us here and come back another day or something?  Have any special instructions for me while I wait?” The half gnome fired questions like a Huey door gunner. 
 

“Nah, we can take her now.” I answered all his questions as one.  “Grab anything you want to take with you.”
 

“Like, we’re leaving for good… right now?” Bo’urk asked, wide eyed.
 

“Unless you’d rather I come back for you some other time?”
 

“No, no, now’s better than later. I’ll be right back,” he insisted, taking off like a wobbly green cannon ball.
 

Retrieving a few more carrots from the bin, I fed my new rhino mount and cooed nonsense to her in the voice that I usually reserved for puppies and babies.  After a few moments, I stuck a hand through the bars and stroked the rubbery skin of its cheek. 
 

She gave my hand a snuffle before accepting my pets and sticking her horned stout through the vertical bars in search of more carrots.  Granted, her snoz horn amounted to little more than a bump right now, but I could already see the imposing weapon it would become in my mind’s eye.
 

“Greedy guts,” I chided, feeding her the last carrot in my non-petting hand.
 

“Oh good, she must like you if she didn’t bite your hand off,” Bo’urk’s high-pitched voice startled me.
 

Turning I saw the… gnorc, yep I’m going with gnorc, standing behind me, now toting a pack larger than his body.
 

“Good thing she does, I guess,” I agreed.  “You ready to go?  I’ll bring you back if you forgot anything.”
 

“I got everything,” he said, reaching back and giving his pack a good thwack with an oversized hand.
 

 I considered warning him about the assorted races in the nexus but decided it would be more fun to see his reaction.
 

Keying in the nexus, I ported us all home.
 

“Ghah, warn a body before you do that,” he complained as we materialized in my nexus.
 

Gretch, Gill, and Skryvonna all popped into being, the latter in her war body.  If she intended to startle the gnorc as a joke… it didn’t work.”
 

Bo’urk stared at Skryvonna’s chitinous scorpion body in open mouthed wonder.
 

“Beautiful,” he breathed in slack jawed wonder, reaching a tentative hand out towards her nearest leg.
 

“Don’t touch!” she snapped, before turning to me.  “That is the proper reaction to seeing one of my kind.  You may keep the funny looking goblin.”
 

“He’s not a goblin!” Gretch complained.
 

I was more concerned with the rhino ambling around the portal room, curiously nuzzling light slates. 
 

“I’ve got to make some modifications to the stables.  You guys be nice to Bo’urk,” I said, while quickly pulling up the ‘rooms’ menu and navigating to the stables section. 
 

Finding the drop down for species, my jaw hit the floor.  Scanning the extensive list, I noticed stable modifications for horses, great cats, giant turtles, worgs, sharks, gryphons, and the list went on.  Deciding to check it out later, I found rhinos and checked the price.
 

Rhino Enclosure:   4000exp
 

This upgrade will modify your stable to a suitable habitat for up to 5 rhinos.  The facility includes bathing pool, grazing area, and training space.  Further upgrades required for housing more than 5 rhinos. 
 

I winced at the cost but hit the button anyway.  Couldn’t have my new mount cooped up in a horse stall. 
 

Looking up from the screen, I called, “Bo’urk, can you lead the rhino through those doors?”
 

“Sure thing, bossman Andric strong human,” he replied enthusiastically.
 

He grabbed the rhino’s nose ring and gently led the rhino to its new home.
 

I opened the door for him and gawked at the massive space that my stables had become.  It looked like a square mile of African tundra had been sheered from Earth and transported to my nexus, complete with cloudless sky and a light breeze.
 

The rhino snuffled excitedly and charged past Bo’urk, who had also stopped and stared when I’d opened the door to my pocket plains biome.
 

“Wow,” he breathed. 
 

“Yep,” I replied, watching the little white rhino prancing happily through the tall grass before plunging into a wide pond.
 

The girls gathered around me, and we all took in the sight with varying degrees of wonder.
 

“Huh, I never looked at my previous master’s stables,” Skryvonna mused.  “I wasn’t aware that such a large pocket dimensions could be created in a nexus.”
 

Gill walked a few steps into the field, running her hand through the tops of the tall grass.
 

“It’s beautiful,” she breathed.
 

“She’ll be fine in there, right?” I asked Bo’urk. “The rhino, I mean, not Gill.”
 

“Hells, I may go live with her in there,” the gnorc declared.
 

“Be my guest,” I said with a chuckle.  “By the way do you mind if I break your thrall contract and just pay you to work for me?”
 

His head snaped back as if he’d just been slapped.
 

“Are you serious?” he asked, his tiny voice tinged with hope.
 

“Yep,” I answered easily.  “I hope you decide to work for me as I don’t know the first thing about rhinos but you’re free to go if you’d rather.”
 

“I’d be happy to work here,” Bo’urk chirped, a slow smile spreading across his face.  “Ur… what’s the pay?”
 

“Room, board, and three silvers a month?” I asked.
 

“Are you sure this is wise?” Skryvonna interjected.  “You would leave him here with no assurances that he wouldn’t hurt anyone or damage your property?”
 

“Bo’urk, if you hurt any of my people, I’ll let Skryvonna kill you,” I said easily, before turning to Skryvonna.  “There, assurances.”
 

She did a head motion that I took to be an eyeroll, so I just grinned and turned back to my newest employee.
 

Pulling out the thrall contract I nicked my finger with my knife and pressed the blood to the contract before passing the scroll and knife to Bo’urk.  He mimicked my motions and handed them back.  Sheathing my knife, I prepared to tear the contract in half before pausing.
 

“Do you want to do the honors?” I asked, handing him the piece of magical paper.
 

With an ear-to-ear grin, the gnorc flexed his massive arms and the paper ripped, emitted a popping noise and a flash of golden light, then disappeared.
 

I fished a few silvers out of my pouch and handed them over.
 

“What all can you do anyway?” I asked, handing him his first months’ pay in advance.
 

“Well, I’m a fair stable hand and animal trainer,” he squeaked.  “I also dabble in tack and saddle creation.”
 

“Hopefully I get another workshop when I upgrade the base in a few.  I’m planning to give the one that I have to Purple for alchemy.  Actually, let’s find out.”
 

Returning to the screen, I pulled up the nexus upgrades.
 

Player Nexus level 5:
 

The player Nexus will expand to include three additional bedrooms and a barracks.
 

You may house up to 20 residents in the nexus.  The residents will not have time restrictions.
 

Residents can be given keys to allow them to enter and exit your nexus without your assistance.
 

Three extra bathrooms and one additional bathing room will be added.
 

Four additional crafting rooms will be added.
 

All current rooms and amenities will be expanded.
 

Two additional stables will be added
 

Player Nexus daily allotted time will be doubled.
 

Cost 4000exp
 

Letting out a low whistle at both the cost and extravagance of the upgrade, I called over my shoulder to Gretch.
 

“Hey sweetie, could you let everyone know to be prepared? I’m upgrading the nexus again.”
 

“Sure, Chief,” she called happily, already streaking out the door to the common room. 
 

“We get another few crafting stations with this upgrade,” I explained to Bo’urk. “What all will you need for leatherworking or whatever?”
 

“Saddlery and Cordwaining,” he said with a grin.  “It would take a pretty steep investment to set up an entire shop.”
 

“Let’s see what happens if I upgrade the current workshop to a saddlery and cord-whatever’s shop,” I mumbled, pulling up the ‘room’ menu and finding the saddlery and cordwaining shops were separate entries.
 

“Which would be better?” I asked. 
 

“Saddlery,” he answered.  “Most of the cordwainers tools are small and not terribly expensive.  The saddle forms and such are where it starts getting really expensive.”
 

“Noted,” I replied, catching Gretch returning in my peripheral vision. 
 

Purple, Elyra, and the panther woman followed the goblin, curious expressions on all their faces.
 

“Well, I guess no one will be startled now,” I said happily before pressing the accept button and expanding the entire nexus again. 
 

Nothing happened in the room we were in, but I assumed that most of the nexus had transformed.  I quickly checked my remaining experience and winced at the total.
 

Experience Points: 4594
 

“I’m going exploring,” Gretch called.  “Want to come, Gill?”
 

“Wait,” I stopped her with a raised hand.  “I’m summoning an accessory before we all kick back and relax.  I want you all there for it.  Hand me that wand over there.”
 

Gretch picked up the red wand and walked it over to me.
 

Placing it on a tray beside the soul gem kiosk, I pulled up its information, purposefully ignoring anything besides how many soul gems I could get for it.  I didn’t want to be tempted into keeping the thing on the off chance I got a kobold trinket.
 

Kobold Shaman’s Wand of Immolation
 

Trade in value: 4 soul gems
 

Must really be powerful! I hit the trade icon before I convinced myself to peek at its stats, then checked my soul gem total.
 

Soul Gems: 6
 

Moving back to the smaller portal dais in the common room, I noticed that the room had become even larger and more lavish than before.  My thoughts were so focused on what the new Summon would be, that the ostentatious decorations scarcely registered though.  Everyone else followed behind me curiously and fanned out when I reached the ‘alter’.  I pulled up the summon screen.
 

Welcome to the gem shop battlemaster.
 

You may exchange gems to acquire and upgrade weapons, armor, and accessories here.
 

Weapons:                   Armor:             Accessory:


Hitting the ‘Accessory’ button, I was greeted with another familiar screen.
 

Accessories:
 

How many gems do you wish to spend?
 

Spending more gems will increase the odds of summoning better-quality accessories.
 

< 0 >
 

Thumbing the ‘add’ button until all six of my soul gems were deposited, I held my breath and hit accept.  Five stylized cards appeared on the screen before me.  Two grey rings, a green ring, a green cloak, and a green necklace. 
 

Exhaling the breath that I hadn’t realized I was holding, I glanced around at my small audience.
 

“I thought you would get at least one blue…” Gill murmured.
 

“Oh well,” I said.  “It’s not the tier that matters, but the person, right?”
 

Not wanting to deal with a cloak, I picked the necklace and clicked the icon.
 

Ka-thunk!
 

A two-foot-tall red streak flew from the green hallway and circled us.  She did a fast rotation around each person present before rocketing to a stop before my eyes. 
 

“Oh, thank the gods, it worked,” the sexy red imp declared, one hand on a hip as she stood in midair, her wings lazily flapping behind her.
 

Stammering, I finally managed to spit out the one word bouncing around in my mind.
 

“Tic?”
 

Afterward:
 

If you’ve read this far, you are one of my true heroes.  Please consider leaving a review as it will directly contribute to more reads, which could turn this into my full-time job. 
 

This is my first stab at publishing something, and I’m starting to kindle the spark of hope that I can write for a living one day.
 

I hope you enjoyed the book, and I’m already working on the next one.  Sadly, my release schedule won’t be as tight as I’d like due to slaving away at my day job.
 

I write advance chapters on Patreon and regularly commission character art (SFW and NSFW) displayed there.  If you’d like to read ahead, I currently post around a chapter a week.  I also encourage comments, critiques, and hold polls on which character to get rendered next.  If that sounds like fun, consider joining.  The lowest tier only costs a buck.
 

https://www.patreon.com/NathanPierce
 

Feel free to visit my Facebook at:
 

https://www.facebook.com/nathan.peirce.39


If you're looking for an editor, Aaron can be reached at:
 

Aaron.g6981@yahoo.com


There are tons of great Facebook groups dedicated to this type of literature.  I’m usually lurking around these groups, so if you tag me in a comment here, there’s a good chance I’ll reply.  Some of my favorites are:
 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem/
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I can’t even begin to shout out all the fantastic authors that have supported me in taking this first step on this literary path.  The entire Duke’s community helped with advice at every turn, thanks guys!
 

Marcus Sloss was the first author to pluck me up, plug me into the community and show me the ropes.  Thank you for the help, brother. 
 

You can find his work here:
 

https://www.amazon.com/Marcus-Sloss/e/B07YGRFLXR?ref=sr_ntt_srch_lnk_1&qid=1635557238&sr=8-1
 

Also, thanks Will Arand for deciding my blurb needed work and basically writing me an entirely new one on the spot.
 

This entire experience has been a wild ride, but I think this is just the beginning.  See you soon, dear reader, and may all your harem members get along peacefully.
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