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Prologue

"I still don't see why I'm being punished for something I had no control over!" Tic shouted at the well-dressed incubus across the table from her.
 
The incubus sighed, a bored expression on his face.  Her boss, Rudolphus, had ‘resting bored face’ all the time, though.
 
"I’ve told you ten times: There have been complaints by five different factions, five.  The players you’ve guided through class selection just aren’t doing well, Tic.  Something must be done to show we’re taking the matter seriously.  You don’t want the celestials to have complete control of the advisors, do you?”
 
“It’s not my fault if the dumb-ass players can’t survive past the first week.  All I can do is match each soul with its best class, based on a short discussion generated from a company policy questionnaire.  I can’t play the game for them!” Tic snapped.
 
The incubus straightened his leather jacket, his handsome face finally showing some annoyance.  Tic didn’t give a frog’s fart about her direct superior's charming countenance. 
 
“Look,” he said, “being made a Summon isn’t that bad.  Just seduce the first asshole who summons you, and die a true death.  You’ll be back in the abyss in two weeks.”
 
“Sure,” Tic snarled.  “Right after I convince them to upgrade me to a succubus or something, so I’m actually big enough to fuck!”
 
“It’s out of my hands,” Rudolphus said with another sigh.
 
“Can I be made a battlemaster’s weapon instead of a summoner’s Summon?” Tic demanded.
 
“I don’t see any reason why not.  Though, why would you want to be?  It’s so much more… restrictive.”
 
“I want to choose who summons me,” Tic declared, folding her arms across her breasts, snapping her tail in irritation.
 
“You can’t just choose who summons you,” Rudolphus groaned, manicured hands rotating circles over his temples as though he could’ve massaged his headache away.
 
“I know you can make it happen, Rudy,” Tic growled.
 
“I’d need a good reason.”
 
“I’ll try to flip the player I have in mind to become Apollyon’s piece,” Tic said in a syrupy voice.
 
“Whose piece is he now?”
 
“Tournam’s”
 
Rudolphus’ manicured eyebrows shot up. “You’d try to flip the Game God’s piece in his own realm?”
 
Tic nodded with some trepidation.
 
“You’ll likely ruin the odds of the battlemaster’s next soul gem pull,” Rudolphus mused.  “We’ll have to give up points to make it right on his next one.  You’ll probably be further punished if I agree to this and you fail.”
 
“I’ll probably be in the void forever if you don’t agree,” Tic grumbled.
 
“Fine, fine,” Rudolphus waved a negligent hand.  “I’ll let you choose, but you’d better not fail.”




Chapter 1 - Tic

“You know her, Master?” Gill questioned from behind me as I stared up in confusion at the imp hovering before me.
 
Before I could answer, Tic buzzed over to Gill and circled her three times before halting in front of her.
 
“Aren’t you the most beautiful gnoll?” She gushed.  “Has Andric been treating you well?”
 
“Um… yes,” my Alpha wife answered slowly.  “Who are you?”
 
“Oh, I’m Tic.  I was Andric’s advisor when he woke up in the void,” Tic answered with an easy grin and a happy flick of her tail.
 
“So, how are you here, then?” Skryvonna’s harsh voice interrupted.  “I’ve never heard of an advisor becoming a Summon.”
 
“What’s an advisor?” asked Gretch.
 
Ignoring Skryvonna, Tic circled Gretch a few times.  “What an adorable goblin.  I knew battlemaster was the correct choice!”
 
“An advisor is an infernal or celestial selected to advise new players before they arrive on Tournion,” Skryvonna answered Gretch, her voice tight.
 
“So, you advised Andric to become a battlemaster?” Gill asked.
 
“Yep,” Tic answered with a beaming smile. 
 
Gretch suddenly leapt up and snatched Tic out of the air, pulling her into her bosom in a tight hug.
 
“Thank you, Tic!” Gretch called, squeezing and rotating back and forth like a child with a new doll.
 
“Mmmfff mmm!” Tic mumble-shrieked, her tail lashing wildly from between Gretch’s arms.
 
I couldn’t help chuckling a little before saying, “Let her go, Gretch.  Not everyone is as fond of snuggling as you are.”
 
Gretch opened her arms, and Tic fell nearly to the floor before flapping furiously to regain altitude.  Oblivious to Tic’s predicament, Gretch bounded across the room and threw herself into my arms.
 
Catching the goblin missile, I situated her on my chest, where she promptly wrapped her arms and legs around me, beginning to nuzzle and kiss my neck.
 
“I know you like snuggles, Chief,” she rasped into my ear before giving my earlobe a suck and nibble that sent shivers down my spine.
 
“You can stay there if you’ll be good,” I murmured into the crook of her neck before looking up and finding Tic again.
 
“And a troll and a lupon.  Somebody’s been a busy boy,” Tic declared, apparently no worse for wear after the aggressive ‘snuggle.’
 
“We aren’t Summons,” Purple spoke up.  “It’s nice to meet you anyway, Tic.  I’m Purple, an alchemist, and this is Elyria, Andric’s maid.  The panther-kin who slunk off to the kitchen as soon as you showed up is Court.”
 
Elyria performed a nervous little curtsy.
 
A glance around confirmed that Bo’urk hadn’t followed us back to the great room, and I assumed he’d stayed with the rhino.
 
“You still haven’t answered my question, imp,” Skryvonna sneered.
 
“Oh, you’re correct, dear,” Tic said, finally acknowledging the drider while circling her head.  “You’re so elegant.  I once had a close friend who was a drider.  What subspecies are you?”
 
Skryvonna shifted into her war form and snarled up at Tic.
 
“Why aren’t you answering me?” She demanded.
 
“Oh, greater hexaxe, very impressive!” Tic continued as if she hadn’t heard the question. “You were lucky to get her,” she said, flying back over to me.
 
“Tic,” I said very slowly, “why won’t you answer Skryvonna’s question?”
 
“Can’t,” she said, apparently unable to evade my direct question.
 
“Is there anything you can tell us about how you’re here?” I asked.
 
Tic let out an explosive sigh before finally answering, “I may have gotten in a tiny, itty bitty, bit of trouble and been sentenced to serving as a Summon in the void.”
 
“Okay, that’s a good start,” I allowed.  “That still doesn’t explain how you managed to become MY Summon.  I find it hard to believe that you randomly showed up here a week after talking to me.  Unless I’m very wrong about the number of Summons available, the odds are unbelievably low you’d happen to get picked by me.”
 
“Please don’t ask that,” Tic pleaded, suddenly drooping under her wings.  “I could get in even more trouble.”
 
Skryvonna threw up her hands in exasperation, stepping out of her war form.  I watched in fascination as her scorpion body dissolved into black mist and trailed behind her like a cape before forming into the slender tail that coiled above her head.
 
“That’s fine, for now, Tic,” I said, softening my tone a little.
 
“Who gives a shit how she’s here?” Gretch spoke up from my shoulder.  “What can she do?”
 
“Good point,” I said, peeling Gretch off me and setting her down.
 
Tic perked right up as though the downtrodden waif act had never occurred.
 
“Oh, you’re going to love what I can do, Boss,” Tic gushed, sliding her hands up her tiny body to cup her perky little breasts.  She suddenly paused mid-fondle and asked, “Oh, how do you want to be addressed?  I’ve heard Master, Chief, and even your name.”
 
“Andric is fine,” I replied drily.  “Why are you naked, Tic?  Everyone else showed up with clothes on.”
 
“Oh,” she pouted, “I thought you liked my body.”
 
“Uh-huh,” I grumbled.  “So, you knew you’d be showing up here, I take it?”
 
“So, why don’t you pull up my abilities?” Tic asked with a smile, still cupping her breasts.
 
“Sure, as soon as you find some clothes,” I shot back.
 
“Fiiiine,” she whined before turning the charm back on.  “Mind if I equip for a second?  I’ve never equipped before.  I wonder what it’s like.”
 
“Go ahead,” I said, turning back to the light slate.
 
“I can barely see anything in here,” Tic complained in my thoughts.
 
“I’ll level you up soon,” I responded absently.  “It’ll increase your vision.”
 
“Wow, you’re really taking all this in stride, aren’t you,” Tic commented in an admiring mental voice.
 
“I guess,” I answered while pulling up Tic’s stats.
 
Name: Ticcandrus Bailfrith

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

 
Race: Imp Conjurer

 
Gender: Female

 
Age: 643

 
Strength: 2

 
Agility: 6

 
Endurance: 3

 
Aptitude: 8

 
Intelligence: 10

 
Wisdom: 7

 
Durability: 2

 
Resistance: 5

 
Luck: 3

 
Accessory: Balefire Opal Pendant of Conjuring
 
Category: Rare
 
Damage Type: Blunt, Abyssal
 
Effect: +2 to Intelligence
 
Spell:  Azrael’s Bola
 
Azrael’s Bola:  Wearer learns the conjuration spell: Azrael’s Bola. 

 
The wearer can consume mana to launch a balefire bola from their hand.  Beyond twenty feet, the bola will ensnare the target and cause damage based on where the bola’s ends impact.  Inside twenty feet, the bola will impact the target, causing more significant damage but not ensnaring. 

 
Eyebrows shooting up in surprise, I grabbed the pendant necklace around my neck and dangled it before my eyes. Suspended from a thin black chain, a beautiful dark purple and red opal drew my gaze.  The stone nestled into an ornate setting of the same unknown black metal that composed the chain.
 
“Do you like it?” Tic thought.
 
“It’s
beautiful,” I thought.  “Come back out, though.  I’m curious about a few things.”
 
The necklace vanished from my grasp as Tic materialized, now wearing a black leather outfit.  It reminded me more … of those sexy, strappy stiletto heels than anything construed as clothes or armor.
 
“Thanks for getting dressed,” I commented dryly.
 
“I like it,” she said, tugging on the revealing outfit.
 
“Me, too,” Gretch agreed with a grin.
 
“I’d like to see the spell,” Skryvonna said from where she’d been reading over my shoulder, opting to ignore the clothing conversation entirely.
 
“I think we have a training room now,” I said. “Tic, can you explain spells to me while we find the room?”
 
“Sure, Boss,” she chirped.
 
“I’ll find it,” Elyria said, dashing off before I could respond. 
 
I leaned back to wait for the bunny girl’s return and looked expectantly for Tic to continue.
 
“You have a mana pool based on your intelligence and aptitude stats,” she began.  “Before you ask, there isn’t an exact numerical value for it.  The conversion of intelligence and aptitude to mana is different based on race, class, and the individual.  You will feel the drain when you cast a spell, and you will intuitively know how close you are to empty.  Also, a higher aptitude will allow you to cast stronger spells.”
 
“Okay,” I said, slowly processing that information.  “Why does your spell have a proper name, whereas the skills from my other Summons have names like crushing blow and tar blast?”
 
“Spells are… different from abilities.  Abilities are limited by time or other factors but don’t draw directly upon you for their power.  In your case, they are powered by the spirits of your Summons.  Every class works differently.
 
“Spells can be cast as often as you want, but they take mana directly from you.  If you entirely deplete yourself of mana, you’ll fall unconscious and probably be killed by whatever you were fighting.”
 
Frowning, I turned back to the light slate.  Spells sounded valuable but dangerous.  I’d want as much mana as possible, and I’d need intelligence and aptitude to grow my mana pool, from what I could understand. Optimistic that Azrael’s Bola would be helpful to have in my growing arsenal, I started clicking the level-up button. 
 
“Oh, Apollyon’s spaded tail, that feels nice!” Tic sighed enthusiastically.  “You just leveled me up, didn’t you?”
 
“Yep,” I replied absently, busy checking the damage to my exp wallet.
 
Experience Points: 1,744
 
“I can only afford to level you up to five right now.  I’ll try to bring your level even with everyone else soon.”
 
The windfall from the Swarm battle had seemed like a mountain of experience, but it was dissipating far more rapidly than I’d thought it would.  I hoped that the random location button would turn up an area rich in easy experience.
 
Elyria scampered back into the room.
 
“I found it, Sir,” she reported with a smile and an ear-bobbing curtsy.
 
“Thanks, Elyria, just give me a minute to check a few more stats,” I said while pulling up Tic’s new stat sheet.
 
Name: Ticcandrus Bailfrith
 
Level:5 (00 exp until next level)                    Add exp
 
Race: Imp Conjurer
 
Gender: Female
 
Age: 643
 
Strength: 2
 
Agility: 6
 
Endurance: 4
 
Aptitude: 10
 
Intelligence: 13
 
Wisdom: 8
 
Durability: 2
 
Resistance: 5
 
Luck: 3
 
Accessory: Balefire Opal Pendant of Conjuring
 
Category: Rare
 
Damage Type: Blunt, Abyssal
 
Effect: +4 to Intelligence
 
  +3 to Aptitude
 
Spell:  Azrael’s Bola
“It’s good to see you’ve acquired some magic abilities,” Gill spoke up from her typical position over my right shoulder. 
 
I turned to find Gill and Skryvonna directly behind me, each reading over a shoulder.  Tic hovered between and above them, studying the screen as well.  Gretch snuggled into my side, ignoring the screen entirely.
 
Grinning, I wrapped an arm around Gretch and pulled her a bit closer, drawing a contented sigh from her.
 
Using my left hand, I pulled my own stats up.
 
Name: Andric Graven
 
Effective lvl: 13
 
Race: Human
 
Gender: Male
 
Age: 20
 
Strength: 5 (10)
 
Agility: 4 (13)
 
Endurance: 4 (8)
 
Aptitude: 3 (7)
 
Intelligence: 5 (9)
 
Wisdom: 3 (7)
 
Luck: 4
 
Durability: 2 (12)
 
Resistance: 2 (11)
 
Weapon slots: 1/2

 
Armor slots: 2/2

 
Accessory slots:1/2

 
I winced that Tic’s addition caused me to go up 3 levels, but nevertheless, I was happy to see my stats were a bit more well-rounded.  Being a gamer at heart, I wanted to game the system, gaining as much power as possible while keeping my perceived level as low as possible.
 
“You should have done three draws with two soul gems each,” Skryvonna said.
 
“Probably so,” I agreed sheepishly.  My desire to get the best Summon possible caused me to still be two short of a full complement of equipment.  A sudden thought struck me.  I’d assumed that I could only fill my slots; but maybe I’d been thinking about it all wrong.
 
“Can I summon more Summons than I have slots, then just equip whatever loadout I need for each situation?” I asked.
 
“Nope,” Tic answered immediately.  “I disagree with your drider.  You should always try to get the best Summon possible for each slot.  Trading them in in hopes of a better one is… pretty horrible on the Summon.”
 
“You would disagree,” Skryvonna muttered darkly.
 
Holding up a hand to stop the budding argument, I said, “Okay, everyone equip up.  It’s about time I had a chance to test how all this actually works.”
 
My wives and Summons vanished, and I felt the familiar rush of power that accompanied the action;  this time, with the addition of an intoxicating mental clarity and alertness.
 
“Does higher intelligence actually make me smarter?” I thought.
 
“Not exactly,” Tic answered.  “It heightens the speed of your mental functions and memory, allowing you to make faster and better-informed decisions.  You’re not going to suddenly understand advanced trigonometry, but you could learn it much faster.”
 
“She… is correct,” Skryvonna agreed, sounding a bit put out.
 
Pretending to ignore this development, I turned to Elyria and offered, “Lead the way.”
 
“Do you mind if I come, as well?” Purple asked.
 
“Of course not,” I answered. 
 
“I’m going to see if Court will come, too,” Purple said hesitantly.  “She’s really not a bad person.  Just traumatized and angry about being made a thrall by the reds.”
 
“Go ahead,” I said, not having formed an opinion one way or another about the sulky panther lady.  “I’m sure you can find us.  This place isn’t THAT big.”
 
“Okay, Chief,” she said with a happy smile as she bolted through the kitchen door.
 
I motioned for Elyria to proceed, and she led me down the hall.  We’d passed far more doors than I expected before finally stopping at a solid pair of wooden doors at the end of the hall. 
 
Stepping inside, I was pleased to find a sizeable gym-type setup.  The polished wooden floor had large mats set at intervals around the room, I assumed for sparring.  Wooden practice weapons of every kind hung in neat rows, filling two walls. 
 
“Your imagination actually impresses me at times, Andric,” Skryvonna thought.
 
“Thanks… I think,” I thought back. 
 
Spying training dummies against the far wall, I noted the bare stone wall behind them.  Guessing that was the backstop for ranged attacks, I raised a hand and pointed at one of the man-sized wooden dummies. 
 
I thought, “Azrael’s Bola,” but nothing happened.
 
Tic giggled in my mind but didn’t offer instruction.
 
“Little help here, Tic,” I thought. “Please don’t tell me I have to shout the name of the spell, like an idiot.”
 
“Can you summon that beautiful war-pick to your hand from where it’s hanging on your belt?” she asked.
 
I willed the pick to my hand.  It appeared, disappearing from my belt in the same instant.
 
“That’s exactly how you cast the spell,” she said.
 
“I… see,” I thought, willing my pick back into my belt.
 
Extending my arm again, I willed Azrael’s Bola to activate.
 
The blast of magic startled me when it ripped its way into existence, the wump sound of a match landing on gasoline-soaked wood disturbing the silence of the gym.
 
The large black and purple projectile expanded and flattened out in the millisecond it took to cross the room's midpoint.  The sound of rushing fire and clinking chains was loud in the silent room.
 
By the time it’d reached the dummies, it had resembled a neon purple disk with a fiery black rim.  Never mind the fact that fire can’t be black.
 
The projectile struck the log torso of the training dummy and whirled around it faster than my eyes could follow.
 
TOCK!
 
The weights impacted simultaneously, with the wooden sound of a powerlifter smashing a stone into a tree.  Splinters flew in every direction, though the sturdy log wasn’t pulverized.
 
Slightly surprised that the bola didn’t dissipate with the impact, I jogged over to inspect the damage.
 
Three purple metal chains wrapped tightly around the log, anchored in place by smoldering black stones.  The odd, black fire had extinguished, but the stones had gouged deep, scorched craters into the solid log.
 
“Damn!” I exclaimed aloud.  “How long does it last?”
 
“It’s pulling a small amount of your mana to stay manifested,” Tic explained.   “You probably regain mana fast enough to keep one bola around indefinitely, but two would begin to drain you.  Eventually, you’d pass out.”
 
“Got it,” I thought.  Willing the bola away made it dissipate as if it were my war-pick. 
 
“I want to try one more thing. Then it’s your time to shine, Gill.”
 
“Oh, I’ve been excited to try spectral bite since you unlocked it,” Gill thought excitedly. 
 
Grinning at her enthusiasm, I backed up around ten feet and pointed at the log again.  
 
Willing Azrael’s Bola to cast again, I still nearly winced at the wump of a bonfire igniting at the tip of my finger. 
 
The black and red projectile crossed the distance and blasted into the wooden man in a nanosecond.
 
With a loud thump and a cacophony of chains, the wooden figure was thrown backward; some of the limbs became violently detached from the log torso as it crashed to the floor.
 
The bola, not having anything to attach to, dissipated upon impact.
 
Hearing a gasp in the doorway, I turned to find Purple and Court just inside the threshold, both looking startled at the display.
 
Purple got over it quickly and walked up beside me, joining me in inspecting the damage to the log torso of the practice dummy. 
 
Court, however, stayed silently by the door.
 
“I know your Summons give you powers.  Did the imp give you this?” Purple asked. 
 
“Yeah,” I answered.  “Looks like Tic is worth her weight in gold.”
 
“Damn right, I am,” Tic mentally crowed.
 
I easily picked up the log and jammed the pins firmly back into place, reattaching the limbs that’d been blown off. 
 
“Want to see what Gill can do now?” I asked Purple.  I couldn’t help but feel almost childlike wonder at the prospect of discovering yet another new ability.
 
“Sure, Chief,” Purple replied, with an excited smile of her own.
 
“Okay, step back a good bit.  We’ve never used the next one before, and I don’t know exactly what it does.
 
Nodding, Purple moved several feet away.
 
“Okay, Gill,” I thought, “The skill’s description says that you can trigger spectral bite yourself.  I’ll probably leave it up to you to decide the best times to use it, like Skryvonna and her poison sting.” 
 
“I intended to commend you for trusting me with that,” Skryvonna broke into the conversation.
 
“Sure thing, you’re much more experienced than me,” I answered while summoning my pick and shield to hand. 
 
“Whenever you’re ready, Gill.” I thought, bringing my shield up to block any potential flying debris.
 
A deafening roar echoed through the room as a massive hyena head descended from above my right shoulder and tore into the wooden dummy. 
 
It ripped the heavy figure off the ground and shook it like a mouse, dislodging all the wooden limbs and scattering them across the floor with loud clatters.
 
With a flick of its colossal neck, it tossed the gouged log into the corner and disappeared.
 
“Holy fuck,” I breathed from behind my shield.  “I’m glad it’s on our side.”
 
“Me, too,” Purple said from behind me.
 
With a big sigh and a shake of the head, I pulled myself together and smiled back at the buxom troll.
 
“Any idea how often you can use that?” I asked Gill, still maintaining my artificial composure by force of will alone.
 
“It’s really draining,” she reported, sounding a little tired.  “Probably once a day.”
 
“It’s very flashy,” thought Skryvonna.  “My barbs kill just as surely and don’t make nearly as much noise.”
 
“That’s true,” Gill replied without malice, “My hyena’s jaws are far less likely to be turned by armor, however.”
 
“Both of your special abilities are fantastic, and each has its uses in different scenarios,” I thought, hoping to avoid an argument. 
 
To myself, I recognized that Skryvonna was starting to feel insecure about her role, now that Tic had displayed equal or greater knowledge about the world and its rules.  She was no longer the sole blue tier Summon, and even her deadly special attack seemed to be eclipsed by Gill’s impressive new ability. 
 
I made a mental note to see what my wives had decided about adding her to the family soon.  There was a good chance that she’d be less insecure once I no longer could send her back to the void.  Not that I had any intention of doing so.
 
Then again, she may revert back to her old snarky ways if she no longer had her current goal of being bound and living out her final life.
 
Huh, this is unusually perceptive for me.  I wonder how my old life would’ve turned out if I’d had nine intelligence back then.
 
Shaking off my introspection, I asked, “Who’s good at melee combat?  I really, really need to learn how to fight without my abilities as a crutch.”
 
A quiet voice from the doorway said, “I am.”
 
Turning in surprise, I saw Court push herself off the wall she’d been leaning against.
 
“If you trust me with a training weapon in my hands, you’d have to explicitly tell me to attack you in order to train.  The thrall contract would prevent it otherwise.”
 
I carefully studied the lithe cat girl as she stalked around the walls, inspecting the weapons.  The mind-bending grace with which she moved made me wary about sparring with her.  Still, the only path to improvement was in learning from more skilled opponents.  The bigger question was, could I trust her?
 
“I don’t think she will intentionally hurt you,” Gill thought.  “After all, she can’t exactly leave your nexus without your assistance.”
 
“Good point,” I replied.  “What happens to Purple and my other employees if I die out there and they are in here?”
 
“They’ll be returned to the last bind point that they occupied in the overworld,” Tic answered helpfully.
 
“That’s a relief.  Can’t believe I never thought to ask before.”
 
“None of us would have known the answer, anyway,” grumbled Skryvonna.
 
“Well, I’m not sparring tonight, but I do want to get some actual training in soon,” I thought to them.
 
“Would you mind sparring with me tomorrow before I find out where the random location button sends me?” I asked the panther-kin.
 
Her slit-pupil green eyes glimmered as she eyed me before responding, “As long as you promise not to intentionally wound me.”
 
“Done,” I said.
 




Chapter 2 – Full Contact

Checking the nexus time on the way back to the great room, I noticed that it must be after midnight, as I had fifteen hours and some change left of nexus time.
 
“I’m going to bed,” I announced through a yawn.  I’d fit a good nap in earlier in the day, but I wanted to be well-rested before facing a new location.  Besides, everyone else had only slept in bits and starts since the big battle.
 
“How long would you like me to let you sleep before waking you?” Elyria asked. 
 
“A full eight hours should be fine,” I began, before Gill, apparently having manifested without my notice, snaked an arm around me and pulled me against her chest. 
 
“Better make it nine,” I amended.
 
“Of course, Sir,” Elyria replied, with a knowing giggle.
 
“I’m going to bed, as well,” Purple announced.  “In the morning, I want to catalog all the alchemical reagents you and Elyria picked up for me. Maybe I can get some minor healing potions made before you train tomorrow.”
“That’s probably a good idea,” I said with a smile, my gaze flicking to Court.  She was already heading down a hallway, her long black tail swishing lazily in her wake.
 
“Can I come out, Boss?” Tic asked.
 
“You don’t have to ask for permission,” I informed her aloud.
 
Popping into existence before me, she did a little pirouette before asking, “So, am I sleeping with you, or would you prefer me to find a room?”
 
“I don’t mind if she sleeps with us,” Gretch interjected before I could process the question.
 
Gill chuckled and rubbed my chest from behind me.  Granted, it would have been nice if I could feel it through my armor, but at least Skryvonna was shifting the spikey bits out the way for her.  
 
“Just… find a room for now,” I answered, distracted.  I hadn’t even really thought of Tic sexually.  Sure, she was smoking hot, but she was also two feet tall.  The mechanics just wouldn’t work.
 
Tic laughed a smoky little laugh at the obvious confusion on my face.
 
“The sooner you evolve me, the sooner I’m big enough to have some fun with,” she said, licking her lips lasciviously.
 
“Noted,” I replied, wondering about her motives for wanting to bond.  Surely, she hadn’t been in the void long enough to develop the same loathing Gill and Skryvonna expressed.
 
“Come on,” Purple said, reaching up and gently pulling the imp’s tail.  “I’ll show you where the best room was.  It may take a moment to figure out if it’s still the best, seeing as Andric upgraded everything again.”
 
Tic lightly slapped the offending hand with her tail before asking, “Why do you all refer to him by different names?  I could swear you haven’t called him anything but Chief up till now.”
 
Purple let loose a surprisingly girlish giggle for a six-foot-tall troll. 
 
“He doesn’t really care,” she explained.  “Just don’t call him Master.”
 
“She does,” Tic accused, pointing a slender clawed finger over my shoulder at Gill.
 
“That’s a special case,” Purple said, her cheeks darkening.  “I’ll explain it while I show you the rooms.”
 
Shaking my head, I turned and headed to my own room, leaving the awkward conversation behind me.
 
I felt my armor dissipate before I’d gone two steps, causing me to turn and find Skryvonna staring at me from a few paces away, her expression unreadable. 
 
I was struck again by her alien beauty.  In some ways, the most human appearing of my Summons, her scorpion tail, and four obsidian eyes still caused my thoughts to skitter sideways at the sight of her. 
 
Ignoring those obvious non-human traits, she appeared to be a breathtakingly beautiful woman.  The belly dancer outfit of red and black silks she wore did little to obscure the toned body beneath. 
 
After a few moments of my unabashed inspection, a tiny smirk bloomed on her delicate lips.
 
“I have talked to your wives,” she said in that Slavic accent that I was coming to enjoy.  “We had agreed that I would wait a little longer, but judging from your leering, perhaps you would like to join my bed tonight.”
 
“I’ve got to talk to my wives about it,” I said, marveling at how easily I’d come to accept Gill and Gretch as my actual wives.  It’d been sort of a formality at first, them just proclaiming themselves to be married to me, but I honestly felt like they belonged to me and vice versa.
 
“You’re getting us tonight,” Gretch growled seductively, still in my mind.  “She doesn’t like girls, and you’re not going anywhere without me tonight.”
 
“Not tonight,” I said aloud to Skryvonna, reaffirming my answer with a smile.
 
“Very well,” she said, her face once again neutral and severe.  “I will be very displeased with you if you die tomorrow because you couldn’t take the time to bond with me tonight.”
 
Without waiting for an answer, she spun on her heel and stalked off.  It may have been my imagination, but I thought she was putting some extra sway in that silk-clad, tight ass as she went.
 
“Oh, she’s definitely trying to show you what you’re missing,” Gretch thought with a sardonic laugh.  “Look all you want; we’ll make you forget it soon.”
 
Gill, who’d quietly stood and waited while I’d talked to Skryvonna, nestled into my side as we continued to our suite.
 
“She wants you badly,” Gill commented while squeezing me possessively, her raspy voice somewhere between amused and annoyed.
 
“I thought it was mostly transactional on her part?” I asked.
 
“She can’t admit it, but I don’t think so.  She’s never been given the respect that you give her.  Not that she doesn’t believe that she deserves it, and more.”
 
“Besides, she’ll be your wife once she bonds, whether she professes it or not.  It’s not as if she’ll be able to detach herself from you for the rest of your life.”
 
“I don’t know,” I said.  “I may have to make sure that’s clear before bonding her.  I don’t think I could deal with it if she decided to take an interest in another person in the nexus or something.”
 
Gill laughed.  “She’s against sleeping with other women.  Who’s she going to have a fling with, Bo’urk?”
 
“You never know,” I said, chuckling a little at the image myself.  “Besides, our little… tribe of misfits is sure to grow.”
 
We’d reached the bedroom, and Gretch materialized, kneeling, fully nude on the floor at the foot of the bed, completely erasing all other thoughts from my mind.
 
“I’m ready to be used, Master,” she said, with that mischievous smile of hers, the lone little tusk only making the sly expression more endearing.
 
I winced internally, not really in the mood for BDSM play.  Feeling affectionate, I just wanted to make love to my wives, one at a time, giving each my full attention.
 
“Stay right there, Gretch,” I said, moving to sit on the edge of the bed so that I was behind and above her.
 
Gill closed the door and took a seat in a nearby chair, her golden eyes alight with lust and excitement as she waited for orders.  I let myself take in her full curves and sleek, gray body beneath the silky, purple outfit she now wore.
 
Knowing that she enjoyed watching, I just smiled at her before turning my attention to my goblin wife kneeling before me.
 
Thinking to myself that I’d have to find some actual massage oil soon, I began kneading Gretch’s upper back with firm fingers.  Not having anyone equipped, I felt safe to really dig into the tight muscles of her traps.
 
“That feels so nice, Master,” Gretch moaned, seconds after my fingers started in on her dusky, green skin.  Her head lolled forward as she gave in to the massage.
 
“New rule for tonight,” I said, voice already getting husky as I planned out the night.  “No one calls me Master.  I only want to hear my name from your lips, both of you.”
 
I glanced up to see how Gill was taking the command, but it was apparently enough that I gave an order at all. Her eyes were already glazing over, and her mouth hung partially open.
 
After massaging Gretch for a few minutes, I tired of bending down to rub her shoulders.  Besides, I couldn’t reach the fun bits from the bed.
 
“Gretch, kneel on the bed just like you were on the floor,” I said, standing myself.
 
“Of course, Andric,” she answered happily.  Hearing my actual name come from her mouth made the moment seem all the more real and sent waves of lust rolling through me.
 
I watched her plump ass in delight as she scampered onto the bed and resumed her kneeling posture.
 
“Take off my clothes, Gill,” I commanded.
 
“Yes, Andric,” she said, jumping up and starting with my shirt. 
 
While she undressed me, she brushed her silk-clad breasts against my back, bringing the nipples to hard points under the fabric.  The feel of her soft skin under softer silk hardened a different part of my own anatomy.
 
By the time she knelt to take off my boots, I was at full mast.  Looking down, I remembered the time she’d mildly teased me while cleaning a leg wound.  I’d fantasized about her in this position. The memory of my past desire caused a surge in the present.
 
When I was fully nude, she stayed crouched in front of me, her golden eyes glued to my erection.   She slowly inched her mouth forward until her lips softly brushed the head. 
 
“May I… Andric?” She breathed, her warm breath blessing my cock with the ghost of a caress. 
 
The hardcore S&M crowd had it wrong.  There was nothing sexier than hearing my given name, spoken intimately by a lover.  I wanted to deny her, suspecting it would thrill her subby nature, but I didn’t have the willpower.
 
“Briefly,” I whispered.
 
She leaned forward, sliding me into the warm wetness of her mouth and throat.
 
“Slowly,” I admonished gently.
 
She nodded before taking me down to the base at an agonizingly slow pace.  She held me deep in her throat for a moment, the pressure of her undulating throat muscles bringing me exquisite pleasure.  Just as slowly, she pulled back until only the tip was between her lips. 
 
I caught rapture in her eyes as she glanced up to my face, obviously proud of herself.
 
Martialing my willpower, I pulled the head from her mouth with a soft pop.
 
“Sit back in your chair,” I said softly.  “You can touch yourself, but you’re not allowed to cum unless you ask, and I give you permission.’
 
“Yes, Andric,” she said, tearing off her clothes on the way back to her seat. 
 
I paused long enough to admire her flaring hips and bouncing breasts as she situated herself in the overstuffed chair.
 
By the time I made it back to the bed, she already had a finger lightly stroking her wet sex.
 
Climbing up behind Gretch, who hadn’t moved from her spot, I resumed her massage.
 
After firmly kneading her back muscles from top to bottom, I had her lie face down.
 
She flopped down and sprawled out her legs, ass jiggling fetchingly.
 
I positioned myself over her, sliding my member under her, so it slid between the bed and her sopping entrance, her sleek ass nestled into my pelvis.
 
Holding myself up with one arm, I resumed her massage one-handed, rocking my hips and sliding my cock across her clit while I did.
 
In minutes, she was squirming, a wet spot growing beneath us where her juices soaked the blanket. 
 
As heavenly as her slick slit felt against the top of my shaft, I was losing patience, and so was she.
 
“Andric,” she whined breathlessly.  “Put it in, please.”
 
I drew back and lined myself up before slowly pushing into her.
 
“Oh gods,” she groaned as I pushed forward a fraction of an inch at a time.
 
For once, there wasn’t a ticking timer hanging over our heads, so I went as slow and gentle as I could.
 
“Please…,” she panted, arching her back and pressing her ass up, trying to take me into her tight, wet embrace faster.
 
Planting my free hand on her lower back, I continued my slow insertion, doing my best to ignore her bucking against my hand. 
 
Once entirely inside her warm tunnel, I began backing out just as slowly.
 
“Oh gods, please,” she begged again, still not defining what she was asking for.
 
I looked up to find Gill, eyes hooded, still slowly stroking herself, her fuzzy tail wagging lazily behind her.
 
Locking gazes with her, I began to slowly pump into Gretch.
 
“So. Fucking. Good,” Gretch grunted.  “Please, faster, Andric,” she begged, fighting the hand that pinned her down to buck her ass into my hips.
 
“Don’t you cum,” I admonished Gill before pulling out and flipping Gretch onto her back.
 
Gathering her legs onto my elbows, I slowly entered the molten pleasure of her body again, bending down to kiss her as I did so. 
 
As our tongues dueled for supremacy, I slowly increased the pace.
 
The world faded, and my perception shrank down to the panting face and glistening green skin of my goblin lover.
 
“Yes, more,” she gasped, meeting my thrusts with her own, our foreheads pressed together.
 
I lost myself to the intimacy of the moment, trying to impart my appreciation and affection to the beautiful woman beneath me by action alone.
 
After an indeterminate amount of time, her body went rigid as she grasped the back of my head, and her glistening, red eyes widened.  Recognizing the signs, I continued doing exactly what I’d been doing, careful to keep hitting the exact spot inside of her that’d brought her to this point.
 
“Cumming,” she gasped, barely audible.
 
“Cum on me,” I replied, still maintaining my pace and position.
 
“Ugh,” Gretch grunted, throwing back her head and closing her eyes as her body began to tremble.
 
Focused entirely on her pleasure, I was able to continue my measured pace as she rode out her first orgasm. 
 
Grinning, I kept stroking as another, stronger spasm swept over her body as her first orgasm bled over into a second.
 
“Fuck… me,” she hissed in a quavering voice as a third orgasm rocked her body.  This one was so strong, it forced me out of her.
 
I bent and kissed each fluorescent green nipple, drawing aftershocks of pleasure from my nearly insensate goblin wife.
 
Glancing up, I found Gill a trembling mess.  Her lower lip was firmly between her sharp teeth, two fingers buried inside herself, but not moving her hand at all.  A sheen of sweat covered her body, causing her gray skin to glisten.
 
“You’re such a good girl, Gill,” I cooed. “You didn’t cum, did you?”
 
“No, Andric,” she answered, her voice rough.
 
“Good, come over here,” I said, moving over in the massive bed.
 
Gill unfolded herself from the chair and slunk seductively over to me.  I admired the movement of her feminine muscles as she approached, her flawless body taking my breath away.
 
“Lay down in front of me.”
 
“Yes, Andric,” she replied, a smile of lusty anticipation on her plump lips.
 
Soon, I had her in the same position Gretch had been in, though it felt much different due to their sizes.
 
I licked and sucked her dark gray nipples as I entered her, just as slowly and gently as I had Gretch.
 
“Thank you,” she breathed as our pelvises finally pressed together.  Already worked up from watching, her sex readily accepted me.
 
Rather than answer, I curled her up with my arms under her knees so I could kiss her.
 
Soon, we became intimately entangled as I slowly made love to my Alpha wife, looking into her golden eyes between passionate kisses.  She’d been my guide and protector since the beginning, and I attempted to pour all my appreciation into her.
 
Time passed in that detached way it did when you completely gave yourself over to pleasing a lover.  I began to feel myself getting close.
 
Propping myself up, I snaked a hand between us and stroked her pearl with my thumb.
 
“Yes, like that,” she cried, her legs twisting around my waist to hold me in place. 
 
I stopped moving my hips and focused on pushing her over the edge with my thumb.
 
“Please, can I cum… please?” she shrieked urgently.
 
“Cum,” I commanded.
 
“Yesssss,” her legs were twitching around me as she bucked into my hand and shaft, the pleasure of her contracting muscles pushing me over the edge as well.
 
The hot rush of pleasure that flowed through me in wave after wave left me feeling drained, content, and sleepy.
 
Collapsing beside my beautiful gnoll wife, I had just enough presence of mind to reach out an arm and scoop Gretch into the pile with us before sleep took me.
 

 
"How are you so bad at this?" Court mocked, having just disarmed me for the third time in a row.
 
"I'm pretty sure I can trigger power strike on that wooden hammer, Master," Gill growled. "Can I please just do it once? She'll be more respectful after that."
 
"I’m not trying to win, Gill.  I’m trying to learn.” I thought back, though the panther girl’s taunting was starting to get under my skin, as well. 
 
Court stood back from me, her slitted, blue eyes regarding me with contempt.  She leaned against the training spear in her hands as she waited for me to recover my weapon. 
 
If melee weapon fighting was anything like jujutsu, I was the whitest white belt to her purple or brown.  Sure, I could probably overwhelm her with brute strength.  Her tipless spear couldn't quickly incapacitate me, and if I got my hands on her, I could break her to pieces. 
 
The object of this humiliation was to learn some skill with my war pick, though, not to defeat the panther woman.
 
I was using a light practice war hammer for training purposes.  Court had employed all the grace of her panther heritage to turn her training spear into a multi-headed object of pain.
 
I’d been surprised when she’d chosen the weapon, some part of me imagining that she’d use dual swords or something.  I’d initially thought it would be easy to get behind the ‘point’ of the longer weapon and land a strike against her.
 
What actually happened were combinations of her spinning her body and the spear into configurations that shortened or elongated the weapon's reach at will.   Every time I thought I’d gotten inside the effective range of the training spear, she’d pulled some over-the-shoulder, behind-the-back shenanigans and jabbed my face with the spear. 
 
Though she was careful not to really lay into me, blood still oozed from my lips and nose.  My right arm was also sore where she’d used the ‘spear point’ to stop-thrust my strikes, preventing me from hitting her.
 
Wiping blood from my face and flinging it on the floor, I reset myself behind my shield and began stalking forward again.
 
“Why do you hold your shield directly in front of you like that?” Court asked, bringing her spear up to a ready position.
 
“How else am I supposed to hold it?” I growled, not getting a lot of instruction from her training.
 
“Not flat in front of you,” she sighed.
 
Dropping her spearpoint to the floor to indicate a pause in the action, she pulled a simple round shield off the wall.
 
“I’m not an expert with a shield,” she said, sliding her arm through the loops, “but it’s usually used much more offensively when fighting a single opponent.”
 
She replaced her spear, picked up a wooden sword, and approached me, small shield held nearly edge-on to me.
 
“Attack me slowly,” She instructed.
 
Curious, I swung the training hammer slowly but at her non-shield side.
 
She blocked it with the sword and punched out with the edge of the shield.  I blocked her shield with mine, and she tapped my armored chest with the point of her sword, demonstrating that my hammer was out of position to block as my shield was engaged in blocking her own.
 
I nodded at her point and backed up a step.
 
“You could have blown right through that sword block,” Gill complained.
 
“Yes,” Tic replied.  “But could she have blown through his hammer if she’d been the one attacking?”
 
I felt Gill’s growing annoyance but shook it off. 
 
Miming a slow frontal attack, I watched to see how Court would respond.  I’d always assumed that your shield was to be held directly in front of you while fighting, but several possibilities were occurring to me as I thought about it.
 
Rather than take the slow strike on the face of her shield, Court angled it just enough for the hammer’s head to deflect and slide off its surface, leaving me extended as the business end of my weapon slid past her along the shield’s face. 
 
I easily blocked her slow follow-up stab with my own shield, but her point was made.
 
“Shit, Chief, I’m sorry,” Gretch thought.  “We always held them flat in front of us as we threw our javelins.  I’ve never used a shield like that.” A wave of remorse flowed through our ever-strengthening emotional bond.
 
“You are not at fault,” Skryvonna replied, surprising me.  “Face on is the correct way to fight with a shield in a battle line.  I should have noticed this deficiency long ago.”
 
Stepping back to signal a pause to Court, I thought, “No one is at fault.  Mostly I’ve been fighting bugs and monsters.  There hasn’t been much time to analyze my skill level, either.”
 
Aloud, I said, “This has been enlightening.  Thank you for the lesson, Court.  Unfortunately, I can’t stay here and train for the next few weeks, though I’d like to.  There’s just over five hours left on the nexus timer, and I want to save some time in case I have to come running back here.”
 
“Drink this,” Purple said, walking over from the side of the room, a familiar red vial in her hand and a dimpled grin on her face.
 
“Thanks,” I said, returning her smile before downing the cherry-flavored liquid.
 
“I’m going to pick up some new clothes from the auction house before I head out.  Anyone else need anything?”
 
“I’d like to pick out a few things later,” Gill said, her low mental voice mischievous.
 
“Does that offer extend to me, as well?” Court asked, her tone almost challenging.
 
“Of course,” I said.  “I should have ensured you had everything you needed yesterday.”
 
Court nodded once, one of her round feline ears flickering.
 
Placing my training hammer back on the rack, I said, “Let’s get to it, then.”
 
Court and Purple followed me into the big portal room.  Just before I sat at a console, I realized that I should probably include everyone in this.
 
“Tic, can you find Elyria and ask her to come here?” I asked.
 
“Sure, Andric,” She thought, materializing and darting through the door.
 
I opened the stable door into the sunny pocket dimension where the white rhino lived.
 
“You in here, Bo’urk!?” I called.
 
The juvenile rhino came trundling over to nuzzle my pockets.  Fluffy bounded along behind the big beast, tail wagging happily. 
 
 “Coming!” Bo’urk’s squeaky voice emitted from somewhere in the deep grass.
 
I scratched one of the rhino’s rubbery ears while I waited.
 
Eventually, the pale-yellow grass parted to reveal the diminutive gnorc.
 
“Yeah, bossman?” he asked.
 
“I’m buying a few things from the auction house.  Do you need any clothes or anything?” I asked.
 
“Need some tools,” he said.  “I checked out the saddlery.  Going to need some tools and a lot of tanned leather.”
 
Nodding, I hoped that raw leather was inexpensive on the auction house.
 
“Follow me, then,” I said, heading back to my seat in the portal room.
 
“Ok, what do you need?” I asked, looking at Court.
 
“Everything,” she muttered.
 
“Start with the first item,” I said, keeping my irritation with the sulky woman in check.  She’d been through a lot to get to this point.
 
“A real spear,” she said, arching a delicate black eyebrow in challenge.
 
“Sure…” I said slowly.  The thrall bond was supposed to keep her from harming anyone, so it probably wasn’t too much of a risk.  Besides, I planned on freeing her and sending her on her way as soon as it was possible to do so safely.
 
Navigating to the weapons tab, I chose a sturdy but unadorned spear with a long, leaf-shaped blade.  The stats said its durability and damage were high, despite its plain design.
 
“This one, okay?” I asked over my shoulder. 
 
“That… that’s a very nice weapon,” she said, sounding surprised.
 
I placed a gold piece on a nearby tray to cover the shopping and hit the buyout button on the spear. 
 
The gold vanished; in its place appeared the spear and my 90 silver in change.
 
I looked over to see her looking at the spear, a confused expression on her face.
 
“Go ahead,” I offered.
 
“I didn’t think you’d really buy me a weapon, much less such a nice one,” she murmured, still not picking it up.
 
“I’m not going to free you with nothing to defend yourself,” I explained.
 
“Oh.”
 
I motioned to the spear again, and she hesitantly reached out a hand to pick it up.
 
“What do I owe you for this?” she asked.
 
I just waved the question off with a hand.  “What else?”
 
“Huh?” she asked, still looking baffled.
 
“What else do you need?” Purple supplied from beside the panther woman.
 
“Oh, clothes, I guess.  Maybe a small knife and, um, some underwear.”
 
Chuckling, I stood up and motioned her into the seat.
 
“Pick out what you want, and I’ll approve the purchases.”
 
“Oh… okay,” she said, sinking into the seat as if it were going to bite her tight ass.
 
I turned and found Elyria, Tic, and Purple all staring at me.  Even Bo’urk was shooting me incredulous looks.
 
“What?” I asked, holding my hands up.  “You can all have a turn. Just don’t go too crazy.”
 
Elyria snapped out of it first and dipped into her signature curtsy, “That’s very kind of you, Sir, but I couldn’t….”
 
I blew a raspberry, stopping her polite rejection.
 
“I don’t give a shit how things normally work.  You’re all my friends and my responsibility in this place.  We are good on money right now, so everyone make sure your needs are covered.”
 
“This would be much cheaper to do in a town,” Skryvonna grumbled.
 
“We’re not in a town, and most of these people have too much baggage with the trolls to feel comfortable shopping in Rathfuerg,” I snapped back. 
 
The buzzing of a private conversation started, so I stayed out of it.
 
“I’m done,” Court announced.
 
I leaned over her shoulder and looked at the balance.  Three silvers, basically the equivalent of three hundred dollars, was all it took to provide Court with her worldly needs.
 
Catching sight of some practical underclothes, I couldn’t help but have a brief mental picture of her wearing them cross my mind.
 
Gretch giggled happily, but no one else commented.  Judging from the muted mental buzzing, they were deep in conversation about something.
 
Leaning over her shoulder, I put my hand over the stylized print and authorized the order.  A pile of folded clothing and other items appeared on the tray.
 
“I’m… going to put this stuff up and change,” Court said hesitantly.  “Do I have time to bathe before we leave?”
 
I raised an eyebrow in her direction, “We?”
 
“Oh, I’d assumed you were going to take me with you as a scout or protection,” she said, her blue eyes inquisitive.
 
“I’m not against you coming, but it’s your choice,” I replied.  “If it’s a place you like, I’ll set you free right away.  Oh, and yes, bathe.  It looks like this is going to take a bit.”
 
“He’s got another one,” Skryvonna grumbled.
 
“It’s adorable,” Gill replied, chuckling.
 
“I can’t wait until they all start sharing our bed,” Gretch enthused.
 
“What are you guys talking about?” I thought, with a bit of an edge.
 
Tic laughed before answering me, “Poor lost human.  You just gave that woman a fortune in clothes and weapons.  Many people on Tournion won’t see twenty silver in their life, and you spent that on her spear.  You saved her from some trolls, I hear?  Oh, and you’re just going to casually break her enthrallment contract and let her go without so much as demanding a blow job.  She’s not going anywhere, now.”
 
Sighing, I turned to Elyria.  Without thinking, I said, “You’re next, pretty bunny.”
 
She giggled and blushed before plopping happily into the chair.
 
“Once everyone has what they need, you two split the change and get tools, leather, crafting reagents… whatever you need.”
 
“Knobsprocket’s knees, that’s going to be a lot of leather,” Bo’urk observed.
 
“Good,” I said, “I want you both to level up your crafts as much as possible.”
 
I wandered into the kitchen to snag some bread and cheese from a cutting board.  By the time I returned, Elyria was done with her selections and standing beside the console, her freckled cheeks drawn up into a smile.
 
My hands twitched with the desire to stroke those velvety ears, but I restrained myself and verified her purchase.  Seeing that her items cost a full silver more than Court’s had, I glanced at the purchases to find that she’d included several pieces of lingerie that were much more expensive and less practical than Court’s selections.
 
Gill cackled wild hyena laughter in my mind, “Oh, she is a bold one,” she drawled.
 
I just okayed the purchase and stepped back, pretending that I hadn’t seen anything.
 
By the time Purple and Bo’urk were hauling away their stacks of leather and alchemical reagents, Court prowled back into the room.
 
With Court now dressed in tight black leather traveling clothes, I couldn’t help but notice her athletic body.  Her pale skin and fine features contrasted against the black of her outfit and the deeper black of her ears and tail.
 
Her modest bust only produced small mounds beneath her outfit, but her hips flared wide, as I’d noticed most beast girls’ did, regardless of their body type.
 
“I’m ready,” she announced, bearing my scrutiny with haughty pride.  Though, I did notice she stood a little straighter and drew her shoulders back. 
 
“Everyone else ready?” I thought to my Summons.
 
Receiving a chorus of affirmative responses, I nodded at Court. 
 
“You girls all good here?” I asked Elyria, who had returned from storing her loot.
 
“Yes, Sir,” she replied happily.  “Stay safe out there.”  She gave Court a surprisingly steady glare before adding, “Keep him safe.”
 
“We’ll be safe,” I assured.
 
Tapping at a nearby screen, I added Court to the transportation and hit the random location button.
 




Chapter 3 – No Place Like Home

We materialized in a ring of black standing stones, situated on a vast field of ankle-length blue grass.  A slight breeze stirred the blue field into gentle waves of undulating grass, as though we stood ashore watching the ocean.
“Beautiful,” I murmured, looking out between the wide gaps of the fifteen-foot-tall rectangular stones at the distant forest.
 
“If it wouldn’t be a waste of time, I’d come out just to feel the sun on my face,” Gill commented sadly.
 
I was about to suggest she do just that when a distant shriek caught my attention, shattering the illusion of serenity.
 
Glancing at Court, I realized she’d already heard the sound and was peeking out from behind one of the stones to my left.  She seemed completely in her element.  Her tight black leather clothing and confident demeanor under the picturesque blue sky drew a measure of admiration from me.
 
Taking my cue from her, I took cover behind the nearest stone and peeked in the direction she faced to see what drew her attention.
 
“Is that a raccoon person?” I thought to myself, when my gaze fell on the distant figure dashing towards the ring of standing stones.  Even from this distance, I could make out the distinctive grey and black bushy tail streaming behind the figure.
 
“Technically, they are a variation of kitsune, but most people just refer to them as rakkin,” Tic informed me.  
 
“Pests and thieves, whatever you call them,” Skryvonna added helpfully.
 
“Hellllp!” The running figure yelled again, their shrill cry discernible now that they’d closed some of the distance between us.
 
“We should run,” Court said abruptly.
 
“Let’s see what’s chasing her, at least,” I replied, not willing to abandon the fleeing person so quickly. 
 
“It’s a he,” Court corrected me.  “A juvenile male rakkin, and it’s what may be chasing him that concerns me.”
 
Five figures broke from the tree line about two-hundred meters behind the fleeing raccoon boy as she spoke.
 
“Wonder why they’re after him,” I mused.
 
“Whatever the reason, it would be better if we weren’t here when they catch him,” the pragmatic panther lady said, her tail lashing in agitation behind her.
 
Rather than answer her, I asked, “What are your people called?”
 
“Pantherian. Can we go now?” she demanded anxiously.
 
Sighing, I pulled her thrall contract from its extra-dimensional space with one hand and my knife with the other.
 
“Hold this,” I instructed, thrusting the contract at the startled woman.
 
She tentatively reached out and accepted the magical parchment, her crystal-blue eyes sharp with suspicion.
 
I pricked my thumb and held the knife out to her, motioning her to trade the contract for the blade.
 
I smeared the bead of blood across the bottom of the contract before looking up at her expectantly.
 
“What?” she asked. 
 
“I’d intended to make sure this place was safe before releasing you, but I’m not going to force you to be a part of whatever’s coming.”
 
“You’re going to fight for this unknown rakkin boy?” she asked incredulously, her head jerking back and her ears folding slightly.
 
“This isn’t any of our concern,” Skryvonna warned.  “Just go back to the nexus and try another location.”
 
“You aren’t a gallant knight in one of your Earth games,” Tic joined in.  “Haven’t you learned that yet?”
 
“No one said anything about fighting,” I explained, answering Court.  “I just want to find out why they’re chasing him.”
 
“He probably stole something from a nearby town,” Court snapped.
 
They were, of course, correct.  I didn’t know why the group of men was pursuing the boy, and I definitely had no real reason to interfere.  Still, what could it hurt to at least figure out what was going on?
 
“I’m with you, Chief,” Gretch announced.  “Whatever you decide.”
 
“We all are,” Gill agreed firmly, a note of warning to the others in her mental voice.
 
Court sighed in exasperation before slashing a finger far deeper than was necessary and pressing the bloody digit to the contract.
 
I quickly ripped it in half, remembering to close my eyes against the flash of golden light. 
 
“You really did intend to free me the entire time,” Court muttered, barely audible. 
 
“Of course,” I grumbled, irritated by her constant assumption that I was going to betray her in some way.
 
“You can do whatever you like,” I snarled before stomping out into view of the fleeing rakkin.
 
“Help!” He called again upon seeing me step from the ring of stones.
 
Much closer now, I observed he was, indeed, a teenage boy.  The round ears atop his head didn’t even register as odd, though the mask of darkly pigmented skin around the eyes of his otherwise pale face did make me grin a bit, despite the situation.
 
“Cute kid,” I muttered.
 
“That ‘cute kid’ is going to get you killed before I have a chance to bond with you.  It is very frustrating you would put yourself into danger before I can manifest to protect you.” Skryvonna thought coldly.  “I knew I should have insisted last night.”
 
“You’ll just have to ensure he lives, then, won’t you,” Gill replied, her tone just as frigid.
 
By now, the pursuing group was close enough for me to make out three humans and two burly, green-skinned men, I assumed to be orcs.  The humans all wore matching leather armor that gave off a distinct ‘Roman Empire’ vibe. 
 
In contrast, the orcs were decked out in a patchwork of uncured hides and skins.  Where the humans all carried spears and bore broad short swords on their hips, the orcs had large cleaver-looking blades.
 
Inspecting the approaching orcs.  I noticed one of the overly muscled figures exposed far too much cleavage to be a man, despite being every bit as muscular as her counterpart.  The male sported a glorious mustache with extravagant mutton chops that would’ve turned Elvis green with envy.  Both were so heavily muscled that they appeared squat, despite being slightly taller than the humans they trailed behind.
 
I waited patiently for the boy to reach me, not wanting to get too far from the cover the standing stones provided, should things go south.
 
  The boy slid to a panting stop before me, his brown eyes hopeful as he said, “I prayed to Kenloch and ran here.  Have you been sent to save me?”
 
“Kenloch?” I asked.
 
“Trickster Goddess,” Skryvonna thought with disapproval.
 
“Kenloch is good,” Gretch put in excitedly.  “She’s fun and sexy!”
 
“Why are they after you?  What did you do?” I asked the kid, not having time to process this new member of the growing pantheon I was learning about.
 
“Nothing, I swear!” He shouted, bouncing in place and glancing at his pursuers over his shoulder.  “I was picking mushrooms for my ma, and then they showed up.  There’s a gnoll with them. He sniffed me out, but he couldn’t keep up.”
 
“They’re slavers from Torm!” He continued.  “Please, Sir, you’ve got to believe me.”
 
“Go, wait in the stones,” I said with a sigh, nearly as disgusted with myself as Court had been. 
 
“Yessir,” he said, scampering off behind me.
 
I couldn’t just attack these people.  They really could be guards from the nearest town after a thief, for all I knew.  Besides, if I tried to take on five warriors alone, it became a genuine possibility I WOULD get myself killed
 
Still, I couldn’t just let them take the kid, if they were slavers.
 
I willed my pick and shield away to appear less threatening, knowing that I could summon them in an instant if needed.
 
The humans in the lead slowed and bunched up as they approached.  I noted, with their hairless faces, olive complexions, and hooked noses, the resemblance to Roman centurions was only reinforced.
 
“You there,” The middle soldier snarled through ragged breaths.  “Bugger off, unless you want to be charged with abetting a fugitive of Torm.”
 
My heart rate tripled at the ugly tone in the man’s voice, words all but dripping in scorn.  My hopes that this could be reasonably resolved drained away.
 
The orc duo silently split up and fanned out to the sides as they drew near.
 
“What did the kid do?” I asked, keeping my tone respectful and going as far as to raise my empty hands up beside my head to show I meant no harm.
 
His face contorted in disbelief and outrage at my question. 
 
“What does it matter, cur!” he shouted.  “Are you one of those beast-loving foreigners?”
 
I opened my mouth to answer, but he cut me off, “You’re charged with obstructing Tormian justice.  I sentence you to slavery to house Benedictus.  Take him, men!”
 
“On your knees!” The rightmost soldier barked, brandishing his spear at me.
 
“Sure, sure, no problem!” I said cheerfully.
 
“Gill, you take the loudmouth in the middle,” I mentally instructed while slowly lowering my hands.  “Vonna, save your thorn for the orcs.”
 
When my hands came level with the two soldiers flanking the leader, I cast Azrael’s Bola from each hand in quick succession. 
 
The whoosh of fire and clanking of chains was drowned out an instant later by the ground-shaking roar of the spectral hyena head that launched itself over my shoulder.
 
I caught the spectacular explosions of purple and black fire as the bolas impacted their targets, point-blank in my peripheral vision.  I couldn’t take my eyes from the carnage playing out directly in front of me, though.
 
The hyena’s titanic gray maw snapped down on the leader and shook him like a rat.  Spectral jaw muscles flexed, and the sounds of snapping bones and a keening wail could just be heard over the rumbling growl of the mighty beast.
 
Gill’s monstrosity flicked its powerful neck and sent the dead soldier flying over the blue field. 
 
Snapping out of my amazement, I summoned my gear, rushed forward two steps, and slammed my pick into the nearest prone soldier’s chest.  I grimaced as the bill of my pick easily penetrated the man’s armor and blasted gore from the crater where man’s heart used to be.  
 
Wrenching my weapon from the corpse, I turned to find the male orc had rushed over to cover the last soldier as he unsteadily climbed to his feet.  Not seeing the other orc, I stepped back into the ring of stones and put my back to one of them, limiting at least one direction I needed to defend.
 
Seeing my retreat, the male orc rushed forward.  Sharklike teeth showed beneath his heavy black mustache.
 
Hearing a feminine shriek to my right, I chanced a glance over, and relief flooded my veins as I saw Court, spear buried in the female orc’s back where she’d been trying to flank me.
 
Mustache man closed in, cleaver sword leading.  He chopped down at me with all his strength, weapon held in a two-handed grip.
 
I blocked with my shield and was bounced off the stone behind me.  Though I could match his strength, his sheer mass was another matter.
 
“Angle your shield!” Gretch cried.
 
I caught his next blow at an angle and let it ride the shield face past me.
 
Huh, way better than taking it flat on, I thought, as I counterattacked with the hammer face of my pick.
 
The orc dodged out of the way with surprising speed before wading back in, cleaver swinging.
 
“Got him,” Skryvonna crowed as I blocked another high strike.  “Thorn took him in the leg.”
 
The block caused tar blast to trigger, coating the orc with steaming black goop.
 
Roaring in pain and outrage, the orc triggered a skill that teleported him ten feet backward in an instant. 
 
I stole another glance at Court to see her engaged in a dazzling spear duel with the remaining soldier. 
 
Returning my attention to the orc, I saw he’d decided to cut his losses and run. 
 
Raising a hand, I unleashed another bola at his fleeing form.  This time, I felt a strange tug in my chest, and an odd weariness washed over me. Shaking my head, I refocused.
 
“Don’t cast that again if you can help it,” Tic chimed in.
 
“Noted,” I thought as I triggered shadowmeld and crept behind the embattled soldier, silent as a thought.
 
I gently swung the hammer side of my pick at his head, intending to merely knock him unconscious.  Before the blow could land, a translucent blue barrier flared to life, deflecting my hammer harmlessly away.
 
Alerted by the shimmer of his shield, the soldier threw himself sideways. 
 
I hastily struck again, only catching his leg.  The blue shield sprang to life again, but crushing blow activated and shattered the shield into sparkling blue dust before obliterating the man’s calf.
 
With a strangled scream, he rolled in the grass, his injured leg trailing blood and bone fragments where the tibia had erupted from the front of his leg in a spectacular compound fracture.
 
Before I could stop her, Court pounced on the man and drove her spear into his throat, ending his gasping cries.
 
Shrugging, I strolled out to the orc, still lying face down where my bola had snared him.
 
Positioning my shield to catch any surprise attacks, in case he was playing possum, I rolled him over with the toe of a boot.  I needn’t have worried.
 
The orc’s face had taken on a purple cast as he’d died, presumably from Skryvonna’s poison thorn.
 
“Kenloch’s lucky cooch, Mister,” the raccoon kid called as he bounded out from behind a stone.  “I knew she would send help.”
 
He stopped short, his pale face going a few shades lighter at the sight of the carnage around him.
 
“Um… thanks for saving me, Sir,” he reiterated in a much more subdued tone.
 
“Andric!” Court called.  “We’ve got to go.”
 
I followed her worried gaze to see several horsemen streaming from the trees.
 
“Shit!” I cursed.  “Why can’t I ever just find a nice, pleasant valley without
evil bugs or pompous soldiers trying to kill me?”
 
“You didn’t take a single wound, Chief,” Gretch reported joyfully.  “I think it’s the first time!”
 
“There is that,” I thought, somehow not cheered by the notion.
 
“You coming with us?”
I asked Court, pulling out my light slate.
 
“Well, I’m not staying here,” she snapped.
 
I glanced down at the wide-eyed rakkin boy.  “Look, kid.  I can get us to safety, but it may be a while before I can get you back home.  They’re likely to hang out for a while after we killed their men like that.”
 
“Um… sure, Mister,” he said unsteadily.  “I’ll, um… take me with you.”
 
Nodding, I added the boy to the party and ported us all back to the nexus.
 
Arriving home, I sighed and leaned against the wall of the portal room.  If the rakkin boy’s home was being invaded, I doubted I’d ever get him back to his parents. Harsh, I felt terrible for him. There wasn’t any good reason to get further involved in a war.
 
“Gods, Mister,” the boy breathed.  “You must be a great wizard or lord.”
 
“Just a player,” I muttered.
 
Gretch popped out and held out a hand to the startled lad.  “I’m Gretch.  We’ll take care of you until Andric can get you home.  He’s a great man, I promise.”
 
“I’m an adult,” the boy declared petulantly, “I don’t need anyone to take care of me.”
 
The rest of my Summons materialized.  Skryvonna said, “Do not be so childish, if you are an adult.”
 
The kid went wide-eyed at seeing Skryvonna before his gaze traveled to Gill, then flicked up to Tic.  With a squeak, he dashed through the open door to the great room.
 
“Troll!” his panicked shout drifted back through the door.
 
Rolling my eyes, I walked in to find Purple kneeling down before the petrified boy.
 
“What’s your name?” she asked with her best dimpled smile.
 
“T… Tag... Taggit,” he stuttered.
 
“It’s nice to meet you, Taggit; I’m Purple.”
 
“Um… I can see that,” he said with a nervous chuckle, his hands wringing his bushy tail, which, at some point, he’d wrapped around in front of himself.
 
Purple laughed along with him. 
 
“My name is Purple,” she said gently.
 
“Why don’t we all take a seat,” I suggested.
 
“Yessir,” Taggit said, jumping onto the nearest couch. 
 
“Did the Mast..” Elyria began asking from the hallway before cutting off.  “Oh good, you’re back, Sir.  I’ll get some refreshments.”
 
The bunny girl gave everyone a radiant smile on her way to the kitchen.
 
“I will help her,” Skryvonna said, following behind the maid.
 
“Thanks again for saving me, Sir,” Taggit repeated, but I ignored him.
 
With a supreme effort, I pulled my jaw off the ground and glanced around the room,  Skryvonna’s casual declaration having thrown my thoughts entirely off-kilter.
 
“She really is trying very hard,” Gill said with a pleased smile.
 
Gretch grumbled something that ended with “crusty bitch” under her breath.
 
I grinned at the goblin, oddly happy that she never saw fit to filter herself.  Gretch took my look as an invitation and snuggled into my side.
 
I started to sit but realized I was splattered with gore and resigned myself to stand.
 
“So, Taggit,” I began, “what can you tell us about the soldiers that were chasing you.
 
“They’re from Torm,” he said darkly.  “My da says they want to take all the land in all the world.”
 
“Is your country at war with Torm?” I prompted.
 
“I don’t think so,” he replied, looking confused.  “There wasn’t a weapons take.”
 
I looked at Gill for clarification, but Tic answered, “Many tribes hold a weapons take when they go to war.  It’s basically a ritual to rally the troops in one place and to pass out weapons to those who don’t normally fight.”
 
Gill nodded, “Everyone in my pack owned weapons, but we still had weapons takes when we went to war.”
 
“I guess Torm is a neighboring kingdom?” I asked, turning my attention back to Taggit.
 
“No, da says it’s days and days away.  They send out their slavers and money men to pick the flowers of our tribes,” Taggit said, obviously echoing a sentiment that he’d heard elsewhere.
 
“Were the orcs from Torm?” Gill asked.
 
“Nah,” Taggit responded.  “They were Crumbling Hill tribe.”
 
Gill’s head jerked up, and her golden eyes narrowed.
 
“Is there a gnoll pack in the area?” she asked.
 
“No, but there used to be,” Taggit answered, fidgeting under Gill’s intense scrutiny.  “There are a few still around, but they’ve scattered to other tribes.”
 
“Andric,” Gill whispered, “please check the location that we just went to.”
 
Calling up my light slate, I dismissed the new quests and a few flashing notification icons to find the information she’d asked for.
 
“Spine’s Edge Tribal Lands,” I reported.
 
“Oh gods,” she gasped.  “Andric… that’s my home.”
 




Chapter 4 – Old Friends

After nearly a full minute, Gretch walked over to Gill and reverently linked hands with the clearly unsettled gnoll.
 
“I…I’m okay,” Gill murmured, though she drew the goblin into a firm embrace against her hip. 
 
I wrapped my own arm around her and gave her a firm, supportive squeeze.
 
“It’s been fifty years….” Gill started.  “Part of me feels like it was just days ago, but mostly, I feel like it was an echo of another life… lost to the distant past.”
 
Skryvonna and Elyria reappeared with a platter of different meats and cheeses, along with a few pitchers of juice and stacks of wooden cups.
 
Setting her burden down, Skryvonna’s inky eyes scanned the room before she asked, “What has happened?”
 
“The place you all just returned from is part of Gill’s homeland,” Purple explained with a sad smile.
 
Skryvonna let out a dejected sigh.  “I guess we are getting involved in whatever political mess is going on there then?”
 
“Looks like it,” I spoke up.  “I don’t want to go back for a good few days, though.  No telling how long those slavers will wait around to see if we come back through the bind point.”
 
Elyria poured fruit juice into a cup and presented it to Gill, her long ears twitching with concern.
 
“Really, I’m fine,” Gill insisted, unwinding her arms from me enough to take the cup.  “Thank you, Elyria.”
 
I gave her shoulder a reassuring squeeze before announcing, “I’m going to check on Bo’urk, and then we’re going to the dungeon for a while.  I want to think about things for a bit and don’t want to bother the trolls.  There isn’t enough nexus time to just relax in here.”
 
“Remember you invited Fierg for dinner soon, Sir,” Elyria reminded me.
 
“I’ll go see them first then,” I replied.  “I’ll pop back in and let you know how many to expect for dinner.”
 
“Yes, Sir,” Elyria said with a curtsy and a smile.  “Oh, I nearly forgot, I made you something.”
 
I raised an eyebrow in the bunny girl’s direction as she dashed off down the hall.
 
“We should train as much as you can before returning,” Court said.
 
I’d honestly forgotten that I now had a free panther girl in my base. 
 
“I guess we should talk about what you want to do, now that you’re free,” I said carefully.  Everyone’s eyes turned to regard the pantherian.
 
Court shrugged and twisted a feline toe on the stone floor.
 
“I didn’t think you’d actually free me,” she finally answered.  “I really don’t have anywhere to go….”
 
“Well,” I said, rubbing my eyes.  “I’ll hire you as a scout and weapons trainer, if you want.”
“I’m not sure if I qualify to teach you,” she replied.  “I’m only average myself….”
 
“Average is a damn sight better than me at the moment,” I interrupted.
 
Tic broke into the conversation, “Just take the damn job, and quit fishing for compliments, Kitty.  He can hire someone else when he outstrips you.”
 
Court shot a quick glare at Tic before returning her cerulean gaze to me.  “What would the terms be?”
 
“Well,” I said, drawing in a deep breath to give me time to think.  “Five silvers a month, room and board, and if you intentionally hurt anyone in my employ, I let Skryvonna and Gill kill you.”
 
“So, I’m only training you then?” she asked, not even flinching at the possible death sentence.
 
I glanced around and realized that some of my other companions probably wouldn’t object to some martial training of their own.  Also left unsaid was the understanding that injuries were a possible result of said training. 
 
“Okay, but if you intentionally hurt someone worse than training requires, or at all, outside of training….” I paused and blew out my cheeks in exasperation.
 
“You know what,” I expounded.  “It’s the spirit of the rule.  Don’t hurt my people unless it’s in training.  I won’t have you killed if you fall down on Elyria and give her a sprained ankle.  I will if you murder her in her sleep.”
 
Court cocked her head quizzically, her slitted pupils contracting.  “Why would I do such a thing?”
 
“It’s an example,” I muttered, getting annoyed.
 
“Fine,” Court said, extending her hand.
 
“Fine,” I responded, giving her wrist a firm shake.
 
Just then, Elyria came scurrying back into the room with a large gray and black bundle of cloth in her hands.
 
“Um…,” she began, looking abashed.  “Purple and I worked on this together.  I have a few points in tailoring.  We know it’s not very good yet, but….”
 
I took the offered bundle and shook it out to reveal a thick gray and black cloak.  An intricately embroidered, white pit-bull face stared out from the lapel. 
 
“It’s fantastic,” I murmured, running a thumb over the textured threadwork of the two-inch decoration. 
 
Elyria began nervously explaining. “We were just doing it to see if you like the crest.  We can change it, of course.  Um, we can put it on anyone’s clothes that want it.”
 
I reached out a hand  and absently stroked one of her trembling ears.  Slowly, she calmed to silence at my touch.
 
“It’s awesome, Elyria!” I exclaimed.  “Thank you, and you as well, Purple.”
 
Purple smiled, revealing her dimples, “Elyria’s exaggerating my involvement.”
 
I was momentarily entranced by the juxtaposition of her adorable dimples just behind her lethal-looking tusks.
 
Shaking it off, I said, “I’m going to check on Bo’urk, then wash this blood off really fast.” I said, shooting Gretch an admonishing glance as I emphasized the last two words.
 
“Of course, Chief,” she answered my gaze, looking the very picture of innocence.
 
I took a step towards the stables, but Elyria stopped me with a hand on my arm.
 
“I believe he’s in his shop,” she explained.
 
“Oh, would you show me the way?” I asked.
 
 “Follow me, Sir,” she hummed, walking off in the curious bouncing stride typical to beast girls, though hers was by far the most pronounced I’d seen.
 
She stopped before a door and spun to face me, a broad smile on her lips.
 
“I haven’t properly thanked you for plucking me out of that troll village and giving me a new shot at life,” she suddenly gushed.
 
“It’s… okay,” I answered, slightly startled by her outburst.  “Everyone loves having you here.”
 
She suddenly lunged forward and wrapped her arms around me, surprising me with a full-body hug.
 
When she didn’t let go for several moments, I hesitantly lifted a hand and patted her back.
 
She squeezed tighter, pressing her small delicate breasts into my chest.  Once I had an arm around her, I began noticing that the fragile bones of her torso were far too prominent.
 
“Elyria?” I asked softly.
 
“Just a few more moments.” She softly muttered.
 
“Take all the time you want,” I replied with an involuntary grin.  “I was going to ask you if you’re eating enough.  Are there any special foods that I should be buying for you?”
 
She stiffened before drawing back, her expression still beaming with happiness.  “You are too generous, Sir.  I’m getting plenty to eat since you took me in.”
 
Though she’d pulled her torso away far enough for us to talk, her lower half still pressed against me, and she hadn’t wholly released her embrace.
 
“I’d do anything
to show my gratitude,” she continued, her voice gone a bit husky.  She surprised me further by boldly grinding against my leg.  The moment was all the more erotic because of how reserved and proper she usually was, especially towards me.
 
The soft blue light of the corridor glinted off her huge, green eyes, turning them into a sparkling hazel. 
 
I’d been unconsciously lowering my head to claim her lips when the door before us banged open.
 
“Oh, boss-man strong human!”  Bo’urk’s squeaky voice exclaimed from the doorway.
 
Elyria bounded away from me so explosively, her ears nearly brushed the high ceiling.  She dipped into a sloppy curtsy, squeaked an almost inaudible, “Sir,”  then bounded off so fast that I didn’t have time to utter a reply in return.  
 
With a disappointed sigh, I turned to the diminutive gnorc and replied, “Hello Bo’urk.  I was just coming by to see if there was anything that you needed.”
 
“Nope, not really,” he chattered, speech cadence as fast as ever.  “I’ve been making reins and such to level my cordwaining skill.  Thanks for giving me so much to work with.  I’m gaining levels at a record pace.  Purple dropped by and gave me some energy potions and something that accelerates crafting experience gains.  Everything’s going fine, fine.”
 
I held up a hand to stop his gushing..  “Good, glad you’re settling in okay.  In as few words as possible, how is the rhino doing?”
 
“Starfire, she’s fine,” he said, condensing the sentence down to four syllables.
 
“Did you just call my high-capacity assault unicorn… Starfire?” I asked slowly.
 
“Yep, Purple named the great greedy beast.  Said she deserved a proper unicorn name, she did.  I like Starfire.  S’got a nice ring to it!”
 
“Uh-huh,” I muttered.  Somehow, I didn’t think that I’d be overturning Purple’s naming conventions any time soon.  The mighty adventurer and his companion Fluffy, carried to glory by his faithful steed, Starfire. 
 
Not getting a mental reply, I snorted, though I couldn't say if in derision or amusement.
 
“Okay,” I said, backing warily away from the excited gnorc.  “As long as you’re good… have a good day,” I finished lamely.
 
“You too, Boss-man strong Andric,” he replied excitedly before slamming the door so hard it rattled in its frame.
 
I retreated, glad he hadn’t offered a parting wrist shake.  He’d likely have broken my wrist without any of my Summons equipped.
 
Shaking my head clear of the lingering effects of the last two minutes, I made my way back to the great room.
 
“Bo’urk tells me you’ve got some sweet new potions,” I said to Purple as I entered my palatial living room.
 
“Oh yeah,” Purple said, bouncing to her feet and causing all kinds of exciting things to happen beneath her blue robe.  “Let me grab you some stuff.”
 
Seated across from Purple, Gretch smirked ear to ear while shooting suggestive glances between Purple and me.
 
I walked over and hauled her off the leather couch, drawing a delighted shriek from the randy little goblin.  Crushing her to me, I kissed her deeply while she squirmed in my arms to press every inch of her body to mine.
 
I’d only intended a playful smooch tackle, but Gretch was panting and grinding herself against me as soon as our lips met.  She hungrily devoured my mouth, sucking my tongue into hers. 
 
I may have been a little worked up by the close encounter with Elyria minutes earlier because I rapidly lost myself to her demanding embrace.
 
A disappointed sigh penetrated the lust fog obscuring my thoughts and, with a titanic force of will, I broke the kiss and playfully flung Gretch back onto the couch.  She bounced excitedly on the cushion, licking her lips and reaching out for me.
 
Glancing in the direction from which the sigh originated, I saw Tic, floating discontentedly, arms crossed and tail wrapped tightly down the length of one leg.
 
Feeling confident and bold as a Billy-goat, I blurted my thoughts in front of everyone still in the room.  “You mentioned wanting to bond with me as well.  I’m curious to know the reason.  I understand where my other Summons’ desires originate, but you can’t expect me to believe that you just find me irresistible.”
 
“What if I did?” She shot back, her glowing red eyes flaring with challenge.
 
“Not buying it,” I said, crossing my arms, fully committed to getting answers.
 
“Who cares?” Gretch piped up.  “She told me she like girls, too.  I wanna see what she can do with that tail.”
 
Tic’s tail unwound from her leg as she floated down beside Gretch.  Her sinuous, spaded tail snaked under Gretch’s breast belts and squirmed around a nipple.
 
“You don’t mind, do you?” Tic asked, triumph in her eyes.
 
I glanced around, hoping to use the indecency of the crowd to dissuade her, but discovered that Gill was the only other person in the room.  She was a wife, a Summon, and more importantly, looked on the proceedings with growing excitement rather than annoyance.
 
“Knock it off,” I said, and Gretch groaned with annoyance as Tic’s tail slithered from under her belts.
 
“I’d like an answer.  If you were my first Summon, you’d probably have gotten away with it, but I’m not going to be distracted into dropping it.” 
 
Purple came back into the room, a bandoleer of potions hanging from one hand.  I hoped that her presence would help quash any further antics but doubted it.
 
“Can we talk about it later… please, Boss?” Tic asked, stretching her sinuous little body to display her assets as alluringly as possible beneath her strappy black leather clothing.
 
Sighing in defeat, I answered, “Yeah, okay.  But not because of your little succubus act.  I’m just in a bit of a hurry.  Don’t think you’re getting out of this.”
 
“Mmmm, maybe I should spank her for you,” Gill purred, her voice extra raspy with desire.
 
I threw my hands up and turned to Purple.  “You see what I have to deal with?” I asked incredulously.
 
Purple flashed her dimples in a sardonic grin, answering, “It does seem terrible to be surrounded by so many women vying for your attention, Chief.”
 
She straightened her robe, purposefully outlining her figure and squirming a little, causing jiggles in all the right places.
 
I just let myself fall into the nearest chair, bloodstains on the furniture be damned. 
 
Purple and Gill giggled before Purple visibly composed herself and presented the potion bandoleer to me. 
 
“I’m glad you came back quickly.  I intended to give you these this morning.  These four are minor healing,” Purple explained, running a long, slender finger over the tops of the rightmost four vials.  “Then four health, four mana, two energy, one strength, and one cat’s gaze.”
 
“Cat’s gaze?” I asked, perking up at the prospect of more interesting magical potions.
 
“It’ll let you see well in very low light,” Purple explained. 
 
“Awesome,” I enthused.  “Where did the bandoleer come from?”
 
“Bo’urk made it for you.  He actually made several. I think he was grinding leatherworking points with them or something last night.”
 
“Sweet,” I replied, noticing Skryvonna entering the room out the corner of my eye.
 
Standing up, I donned the bandoleer and asked, “Hey, Skryvonna, can you manifest yourself under this bandoleer?”
 
She arched a couple of eyes at me before vanishing. 
 
“I’m assuming you meant in my armor form,” she said into my mind as I felt the familiar weight of both the armor and the buffs she imparted.  “I could probably give the illusion of manifesting under your clothing with my stealth abilities, if I tried hard enough,” she added in an evil mental voice that sent shivers down my spine.
 
“What is it with everyone today?” I wondered while shielding my thoughts and the unavoidable images that her words had conjured.
 
“You may call me Vonna.” Skryvonna suddenly announced.
 
“What?” I asked, confused. 
 
“Earlier, you called me Vonna.  I have decided that I will allow it.”
 
“Right,” I agreed, not remembering any such thing but deciding to go with it.
 
“Now, take me to the showers and wash me,” she demanded.  “I know you are in a hurry, but it is unseemly to show up at an ally's residence covered in dried blood.”
 
“Good point,” I thought, before saying aloud, “everyone equip, we’re all taking a quick shower.”
 
Gill and Gretch displayed twin predatory grins before vanishing to reappear in their respective holders on my person.
 
“Me, too?” asked Tic.
 
“I mean, you’re clean already, but I’m not going to stop you,” I said.  Then I added, “No one is getting out of weapon form.  I’ll change clothes after the shower.  Might as well make the laundry a little easier on Elyria.”
 
Fifteen minutes later, I stood in the portal room in yet another set of new leather clothing.  I was building up quite a wardrobe by simply replacing bloody clothes with new ones.  I’d chosen black and gray leather to match my new cloak.  I didn’t really want to wear the thing, but I didn’t have the heart to tell Elyria and Purple; so, I figured getting matching clothes couldn’t hurt, even if it was slightly more expensive.
 
I’d asked, and all my non-Summon companions had elected not to visit Rathfuerg, though Court had asked to be picked up before I went to the dungeon.  She seemed intent on squeezing in as much training as possible before we returned to the Spine, as Gill called the area, and I knew I needed the work.
 
Purple had taken the raccoon boy to find a room when I’d left to find Bo’urk, and apparently, the poor kid had sacked out as soon as he’d seen the bed.
 
With one final check to ensure I had everything, I ported to the Rathfuerg town square. 
 
I smiled at the familiar sights and sounds of the troll market.  The place hadn’t become a second home or anything, but the usual sights and sounds made me feel just a little more grounded than I had otherwise. 
 
The scent of broiling meat tempted me to visit the eating tent, but Elyria had packed me lunch; so, I began jogging down the path to the Jorgan estate, instead.
 
For the first time, I noticed trolls and thralls alike working the field on either side of the path as I went.  More than once, I caught the workers exchanging friendly banter as they worked massive cradle scythes.  Others followed behind, gathering up the wheat and piling it into carts pulled by small gray rhinos.
 
I was smiling at the pastoral scene by the time I approached the Brandr clan’s gates.  Many of the workers weren’t there voluntarily, I knew, but I had to wonder.  Would they exchange their lot in life with the boy who had been fleeing from slavers?  Judging from the hints I’d heard, slavery was far worse than thralldom.
 
I wanted to ask the particulars, but my questions stalled when a troll gate guard in blue lacquered plate armor raised a hand to stop me.
 
“What crest is that?” he asked, pointing to the Staffon emblazoned on my cloak.
 
Confused by the question, I slowly answered, “Mine, I suppose.”
 
“Aren’t you in clan Brandr now?” he asked, sounding equally confused.
 
“Yes.  Though I’m a little shaky on the customs here,” I replied, starting to understand that I’d made some kind of fashion mistake.
 
“Oh,” Skryvonna thought.  “You should be wearing their clan sigil, as well.  Though, it is presumptuous of them to point it out.  You should chastise Purple on your return.  She knew you were coming here.”
 
Assuming that Skryvonna was just extending her superiority complex to include me, I replied, “I didn’t want to presume to wear Brandr’s crest without asking.”
 
The troll snorted, “Sure, sure.  Go on through.”
 
I noticed the blue tiger thing emblazoned on his pauldron and assumed it was the clan’s symbol.  I’d seen the decoration everywhere amongst the trolls but hadn’t given it much thought.
 
“It’s their heraldry,” Skryvonna explained.  “In the event of a big war, all the tribes in the kingdom would get together and form an army.  Each tribe is broken into clans.  The markings make it easy to tell who’s who.  Most lesser races ascribe all kind of honor and false bravado to their heraldry.”
 
“Good to know,” I thought as I approached the door of the longhouse.
 
A pretty elven thrall showed me in and brought me before Jorgan.
 
“Hail, Chief,” I declared with a smile and a fist-thumping salute.
 
“Ah, our newest clan member,” Jorgan responded, throwing a negligent salute back in my direction.  “I assume you’re looking for my sons?”
 
“Yep, sure am… Chief,” I said, belatedly adding the honorific.
 
Jorgan chuckled and waved a dismissive hand.  “Save all that for someone who cares.  Outside of combat, just call me Jorgan.  They are out riding somewhere.  I’ll have a thrall get you a mount ready and take you to them.”
 
“No need,” I replied, pulling out a pair of small metal disks that Skryvonna had helped me figure out how to make. “I just stopped by to invite them to a late dinner.  If you could give them these and let them know? If they press them to the bind point around the twentieth hour, they’ll be taken to my nexus.”
 
Jorgan motioned to the table, and I set the keys down.
 
“I’ll let them know,” he rumbled.  “If I didn’t have clan business to attend, I’d impose to be invited myself.  I’d like to see more of your player home.  I understand all players have a place like this?”
 
“The only other player I’ve met is Axerager, and I get the impression that he mostly spends his experience points to increase his personal power,” I answered.  “I’ve invested quite heavily in my nexus.”
 
“Much to my good fortune,” he said with a deep chuckle.  “I’m sure they’ll be there,” he announced with a dismissive wave.
 
Recognizing the dismissal for what it was, I saluted again and executed a smart about-face before leaving the room.
 
“That went well,” Gill observed.
 
“You should have told them to bring Tilly,” Gretch pouted.
 
I chuckled, not even knowing if it were possible for the water nymph to travel overland.
 
“Maybe next time,” I thought, walking to the gate.
 
“Who’s Tilly?” Tic asked.
 
Rather than answer, I just imagined the experience, forgetting that I didn’t know her nearly as intimately as my other Summons yet.
 
“Ohhhh,” she exclaimed.  “You certainly are a bold human.”
 
Gill and Gretch giggled, but Skryvonna just grumbled at the memory.
 
“What’re you bitching about?” Gretch demanded petulantly.  “You at least got to be washed by her.  I only got to watch.”
 
Rather than intervene, I stopped outside the gate and ported us to the nexus.
 
Court was waiting for us in the portal room, looking bored with a collection of wooden weapons at her feet.  She seemed almost pleased to see us materialize in the center of the room.
 
“Ready?” I asked.
 
She nodded and gathered up the training weapons before sauntering over to me.
 
Not seeing a need to waste any more nexus time, I ported us to the Dungeon of Kobold Delight.
 
A deep shout of surprise at my appearance startled me.
 
A group of blue trolls turned their weapons on me and began advancing before a voice shouted, “HOLD!”
 
I recognized Asmund, Jorgan’s second in command, as he pressed through the group of trolls.
 
“Damn, boy, you almost got yourself killed, sneaking up on us like that,” the berserker exclaimed. 
 
“Not my intention,” I hastily assured.
 
“We can’t have you in the party…,” Asmund started, but I held up a hand to stop him.
 
“I just came here to do some training. I won’t get in your way.”
 
Asmund’s heavy blue brow creased.  “We’re running this place for the first time since you brought the goblins.  Got to make sure it’s not too tough for the paidiskoi.  I’m afraid you’ll have to try your duo run another time.”
 
I glanced over at Court and wondered how to explain things to him.  Ceria saved me the trouble.
 
“Come here, please, Andric,” she said, stepping from an alcove and startling the troll dungeon party a second time. 
 
“Andric will not affect your run, noble trolls,” she explained.  “We eagerly await your presence within the dungeon.”
 
“Uh, you ok to go with her, man?” Asmund asked warily.
 
I chuckled and waved off his concern, “I’ll be fine.  You guys, be careful down here.  The Hobgoblin chief seemed very clever when I met her.”
 
The trolls were still nodding at my sage advice when Ceria pulled me behind a false wall, and I lost sight of them.
 
“I’m angry with you, human,” she declared, pressing me against the wall with her slender body.  I couldn’t help but notice that she was in her semi-transparent robes, and her body felt very soft where I could feel it below my armor. 
 
“What did I do now?” I asked, doing nothing to extract myself from her grasp.
 
“My Master thinks your deals are sooo great that he’s offering you another one.”
 
“Oh really?” I asked enthusiastically, my eyebrows climbing.
 
“Not here,” she said, suddenly releasing me and sashaying down the corridor before us.
 
I looked to Court and shrugged before following.
 
Ceria led us through a circuitous route through the red tunnels.  The bioluminescent moss made even strips down the center of the ceiling and walls, providing consistent illumination but giving up any pretense of being a naturally occurring phenomenon.
 
At one point, I’m sure I heard the sounds of combat coming from the distant tunnels, but we took a right and the sounds faded.  Eventually, we emerged into a room I was familiar with:  The kobold sleeping chamber. 
 
Ceria spun and sank down onto a giant cushion when she reached the center of the room. 
 
“There are refreshments through there,” Ceria announced, her gaze on Court, clearly intending the statement as a dismissal.
 
Court bristled for a moment but nodded and strode into the next room, her black tail lashing in irritation.
 
“So, do you want to tell me about this deal?” I asked when we were alone, or at least as alone as we could be outside my nexus.
 
“Do you find me desirable?” the kobold asked, throwing my thoughts into complete disarray.  As far as I knew, she’d never shown any overt signs of interest in me. 
 
“Why do you ask?” I queried, keeping my cool while I processed the situation as quickly as possible.  I wasn’t precisely starved for female attention, so my small head lacked the power to take over.
 
“The goblins you brought us are… adventurous,” she said slowly.
 
“Get dragged into an orgy or two, did you?” I asked with a chuckle.
 
“No, though not for lack of effort on their part,” she said with complete dignity.
 
“Have they been a problem?” I asked, my thoughts turning down a darker path.
 
“Not in the way you are thinking,” Ceria said with a secretive smile.  “They have… lowered the inhibitions of many Kobolds.”
 
“Well, good,” I said, “The dungeon is earning its name then, I take it?”
 
Ceria’s smirk grew, and her eyes flashed in the dim light, but she didn’t answer.
 
“So, what does any of that have to do with me finding you attractive or this new deal?”
 
“Given the success of integrating the goblins into our number, my master wishes to acquire more types of people.”
 
“Okay…” I said slowly, not even beginning to have an idea where this was going.
 
“To that end, he wishes for you to take me with you as a diplomat to people that you may encounter during your travels,” she said, that mysterious smile still on her thin lips.
 
“Right, and what is he willing to give me for this?” I asked, finally understanding at least part of the conversation.
 
“Two wands exactly like the one he previously gave you,” she said slowly, as if afraid I would reject the offer.
 
I smothered the excitement that tried to creep onto my face.  That would mean quite a few soul gems.
 
“Do you think I’m more likely to take you if I find you attractive?” I asked, still stuck on that odd question.
 
“Probably, but that’s not why I asked,” she said airily.
 
After several slow seconds, I prompted, “Okay?”
 
“I’ve been thinking about you and your goblin,” she finally admitted.  “There are goblins here now,” she continued, now that the floodgates had been opened.  “They don’t intrigue me as yours did.  I wish to see her again.”
 
Gretch appeared behind the seated kobold and wrapped her arms around the woman, gently stroking her stomach through the wispy fabric of her robe.
 
“You can’t have me, pretty Ceria,” Gretch purred into her long ear.
 
Ceria froze as if she’d been petrified.
 
“I belong to the Chief,” Gretch continued, gently running her fingers up and down Ceria’s ribcage.  “You can only have me if he takes you first.”
 
With this last sentence, Gretch cupped Ceria’s tiny breasts while simultaneously licking a slow line up her neck to the base of one trembling ear.
 
I just sat staring, dumbfounded at the sight before me.  I hadn’t realized that Gretch had the intelligence for this kind of seduction, much less the patience.  I mustn’t have been the only one, because there wasn’t a peep from my mental audience, either.
 
“I’m okay with that,” Ceria gasped, her eyes flicking across to mine.
 
“It’s too bad,” Gretch moaned, gently rolling the petrified kobolds nipples between the thumbs and forefingers of each hand. “We promised Skryvonna that she could bond with him tonight.”
 
“S…Skr… Skryvonna?” Ceria whimpered.
 
“She’s a bitch, but she’s the Chief’s bitch,” Gretch said, trailing her hands down to grip Ceria’s hips and pressing the kobold’s rear more firmly into her front.  I briefly wondered about the location of Ceria’s tail.
 
“I can help you, though,” Gretch continued.  “I’ll try really hard to make sure you’re next.  Me and the Chief will ravage you to within an inch of your life, if that’s what you want?”
 
Ceria jerkily nodded, shuddering as Gretch’s hands roved over her inner thighs.
 
“Well, he can’t possibly take you without at least three magic wands,” Gretch cooed, her hands stopping short of the apex between Ceria’s legs.
 
Ceria nodded again.
 
 Gretch slowly licked around one pointed red earlobe before asking, “Does that nod mean we have a deal?”
 
“Yes,” Ceria whimpered.
 
“Good,” Gretch said, suddenly in her usual tone of voice.  “I’m looking forward to fucking you senseless,” she announced before kissing Ceria’s cheek and disappearing back into my mind.
 
Ceria just stared dumbly at me as if she’d been hit with a mace.
 
“Oh gods, that was so fucking hot!” Gretch’s voice exploded in my mind.  “Can we make the bitchy bug wait one more day, Chief?  I neeeeed you after that.”
 
“Not after that display, you little slut!” Skryvonna exploded.  “Now, even I need him.”
 




Chapter 5 - Reinforcements

“That was… impressive, Gretch.” I thought, once I could think straight again.  Poor Ceria’s eyes were still a little glazed over as she stared through me, unseeing.
 
“I’m much smarter now that I’m level seven,” she explained proudly.
 
“Just what you needed,” Gill replied, “underhanded cunning to go along with all that insatiable lust.”
 
“Oh, don’t worry.  I’m turning that lust on you later, puppy girl.  Chief’s going to be busy with spider bitch, and I’m fucking SOMEONE tonight.  You’re the only one not off-limits, so you’re on the menu.”
 
“Relatively smarter, I am not even a spider race, you little harlot,” Skryvonna murmured.  “I will admit it was impressive manipulation… for an inferior species.”
 
“Get over yourself,” Tic spoke up with a mental snort.  “I’ve seen full-blooded succubi with less charisma.”
 
Surprisingly, my mind filled with stunned silence, without so much as a mental buzz, after that.
 
“Ceria, you okay?” I asked.  As amusing as it was to see the arrogant little dragon girl knocked down a few pegs from her typical haughty behavior pedestal,  I really needed to get in some training before dinner.
 
Ceria’s eyes snapped to mine, and I really noticed her silvery gray eyes for the first time.  Her reptilian pupils were restricted down to the narrowest of slits.  As I watched, those same pupils dilated to a more reasonable width, and she gave her whole body a little shake, snapping her tail so hard I half-expected it to crack like a whip.
 
“Did you order your goblin to do that to me?”
She asked, an accusatory tone coating her words. 
 
“Nope, Gretch just likes you.  She’s my wife, by the way, not just my… goblin.”
 
Gretch whined plaintively in my mind, and I felt a tsunami of lust and gratitude assault my senses.  Apparently, Ceria wasn’t the only one who’d become worked up by Gretch’s little show. 
 
“I wasn’t aware that you could leave the dungeon,” I said, trying to help Ceria get her thoughts together.
 
“I’ve been given an ability that allows me to leave.  Though, if you let me die outside these walls, I won’t resurrect here, or… anywhere,” she explained somberly.
 
“Well, I guess that just means you have the same life expectancy as the rest of us,” I said with an easy smile.  “For now, I need to go meet with my pantherian companion and let her kick my ass for a bit.”
 
“I could give you some privacy, if you’d like to use this room,” she said, some of the familiar bravado creeping back into her voice, though her already red-tinted skin went a shade darker between the ruby scales on her cheeks.
 
“I’m not following,” I responded, raising an eyebrow.
 
“Don’t you need some alone time with this Skryvonna person?” she asked, her secretive smile fully back in place.
 
“Oh,” I chuckled.  “She can’t manifest in the overworld yet.”
 
Her smile slipped a fraction, but she smoothly rose and led me through the doorway to the next room.  Court sat at a table, absently picking at a bowl of grapes.
 
Seeing us enter, she growled, pushing the bowl away, “I only eat meat.”
 
Unfazed, Ceria just nodded and said, “That’s too bad.  The dungeon can only produce things that it’s either absorbed or killed.  I doubt you want troll meat… or goblin.”
 
Court wrinkled her nose and flattened her ears in a very distinct, cat-like expression of disgust.
 
“I have to go finalize some things and fetch your payment,” Ceria announced before swaying her sinuous backside out of the room.
 
“I’ll try to bring back some rabbits or something for the dungeon,” I said to Court, unslinging my pack onto a clear spot on the table.  “In the meantime, Elyria packed us a lunch.”
 
We ate in silence, eyeing each other across the table.
 
I’d just decided to make an effort to talk to her when she tossed a last piece of jerky in her mouth and headed over to the practice weapons she’d lain against a nearby wall and swapped her real spear for a training one. 
 
Shrugging, I took up my own training weapon and squared off against her.  Two exchanges later, blood once again oozed from my nose and split lips. 
 
“You know,” I said, wiping away the blood with my shirtsleeve, “you could just hit my armor, and I’d concede the point.”
 
“I could,” she replied coldly.  “But how well would you learn without pain?”
 
Sighing, I dissipated my armor and materialized it on the table, so I’d still have the buffs, despite not wearing it. 
 
“I’m going to regret this,” I muttered through bloody lips as I raised my pick and shield to indicate I was ready.
 
By the time Ceria returned, pack over a shoulder and wands in hand, I was covered in bruises and suspected that Court had re-cracked my healing rib, high durability be damned.  Once she’d learned that I didn’t take damage easily, she’d really turned up the intensity.
 
I was learning… slowly.  Skryvonna, Gill, and Gretch were great at observing and teaching, where Court mostly just beat me to a pulp.  I’d had two opportunities to land a clean blow but had pulled the strikes before contact.  I could take insane amounts of damage without lasting injury, but I didn’t trust my augmented body enough to land even gentle strikes.  I also didn’t want to train without my Summons equipped, because I’d always been taught to train like you fight.
 
After watching for a few moments, Ceria cleared her throat, and we separated, looking to see what she wanted. 
 
“May I have a turn?” she asked, eyeing the extra spear pole Court had brought.
 
“Sure, I could use a break,” I answered before sitting on the table with my feet on the bench so I could watch.
 
Apparently feeling the need to prove her worth or dominance, Court immediately launched into a blistering attack routine.  One attack, flowing into feints, followed by veiled attacks.  Earth-me wouldn’t even have been able to make sense of the rapid strikes that seemed to come from every direction at once. 
 
Ciera, however, calmly defanged every thrust and swipe.  After a few moments, I realized the diminutive kobold was toying with the pantherian.   She wasn’t even attacking, only blocking and dodging with impossible grace.
 
Court began to snarl, her movements getting faster and more erratic as she desperately tried to land an attack on her smaller opponent.
 
That odd, secretive smile blossomed on Ceria’s thin, blood-red lips.  Her bright gray eyes were alight with excitement and victory, and her whirling staff intercepted blow after blow.
 
Suddenly, Ceria shot her spear out at Court’s midsection.  Court moved to block, but it’d been a feint.  By the time the cat girl realized her mistake, Ceria had swept her spear haft behind the taller woman’s knees and neatly swept her off her feet.
 
Court landed flat on her back with a thud and whoosh of forcefully exhaled breath.
 
 Ceria planted her spear haft on the floor and impassively inspected the pantherian as she opened and closed her mouth, vainly trying to pull air into her temporarily stunned lungs.
 
“Not too bad,” Ceria declared, once Court finally gasped in a great lungful of air.  “Don’t feel bad.  I’ve been a floor boss for this dungeon for a few years.  I’ve lost count of the number of trolls I’ve fought and the number of times I’ve died.  I’ve had ample opportunity to learn to deal with bigger and stronger opponents.”
 
Court nodded in grudging respect as Ceria helped her back to her feet. 
 
“Is she coming with us?” Court asked me. 
 
“Yep,” I said with a grin. 
 
“Are you firing me?” She questioned, her gaze on the red stone floor.
 
“Of course not,” I chuckled.  “Just because you lost to Ceria doesn’t mean you aren’t a hell of a lot more skilled than I am.  Besides, I don’t know if Ceria is even willing to teach me.”
 
“Oh, it would be my pleasure,” the tiny dragon woman purred, eyes narrowing into a predatory expression.
 
“Well, no one’s fired for losing a training fight.  I’ve lost every match,” I declared.
 
“And you’ll continue to lose as long as you intentionally avoid hitting your opponent,” Ceria scoffed.  “I saw you stay your hand at least once in your fight.  Do you delight in letting her give you bruises?”
 
“I’m not trying to win.  I’m trying to learn,” I said, exasperated that none of my companions could seem to grasp that fact.  “If I broke my teacher’s ribs, who would teach me?” I asked, hoping to illuminate the logic of my stance.
 
“I suppose,” Ceria sighed.  “I may be too comfortable with death being a minor irritant, as a dungeon creature.”
 
“You’re going to have to take it a bit more seriously,” I reprimanded.  “I don’t want to be delivering your corpse to the dungeon a week from now because you forget that an axe to the head carries permanent consequences.”
 
“That’s fair,” the kobold sighed, her cocky grin becoming a thoughtful frown. 
 
For the next few hours, I took turns sparring with each woman in turn.  My strength, endurance, and durability stats allowed me to train at peak efficiency far longer than expected.
 
When I’d accumulated enough damage to drink a healing potion, I had to take a break.  Using my own energy to heal my many minor wounds, the potion caused me more fatigue than hours of continuous sparring. 
 
I’d noted that even my Intellect stat assisted my learning by allowing me to more precisely recall a significant number of small lessons learned from the extended sparring session.             
 
Pulling out my light slate, I realized my trick of subtracting nexus time from my sixteen-hour daily total wouldn’t work outside the nexus. 
 
“Just upgrade it to have a clock function,” Tic thought. 
 
“Right,” I thought back.
 
Following her instructions, I soon had a digital clock in the upper right corner of my light slate.  The twenty-five experience it cost was nothing compared to the functionality of an accurate clock.
 
We’d sparred from around noon time till nearly ten at night without more than momentary water breaks.
 
With the major impediments of physical exhaustion and mental overload greatly reduced, I’d made significant strides in my fighting abilities in a single day.  I wondered if every player took advantage of boosted stats to power-level their actual fighting skill.
 
“Everyone ready to head back?” I asked.  “My guests will be arriving soon if they aren’t there already. 
 
Ceria and Court packed up their belongings and stood before me expectantly.  Adding Ceria to the party, I ported us home.
 
We arrived nearly on top of Bierg and Fierg.
 
“Hells, boy!” Bierg exclaimed, tottering on his peg-legs and crutches. 
 
Gill materialized at his side and steadied him.
 
“Thanks… Gill, was it?” Bierg said, obviously entranced by the beautiful gnoll.  “You… look well.”
 
Gill blushed prettily and bobbed a fractional curtsy.  “Andric has tiered me up and leveled me since last we met.”
 
Fierg, chuckling at his twin’s distraction, gave me a warm wrist clasp, saying, “I’m glad you invited us, brother.  Bierg was green with envy when I told him about your home.”
 
The rest of my Summons appeared and offered their greetings.
 
“Hi again, trolls,” Gretch piped up. 
 
“Brandr scions,” Skryvonna greeted with a respectful head tilt.
 
“It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” Tic said, her tiny voice formal.
 
“Ah, some of my favorite playmates,” Ceria put in, her sardonic smile turned up to ten.
 
The twins did their best to return the greetings without appearing overly flustered, but they stumbled over Tic and Skryvonna and were utterly astonished when they recognized Ceria. 
 
I noticed that Court had vanished without a word.
 
Purple strode into the room and beamed at the twins. 
 
“We’ve set the formal dining table.  We weren’t sure how many to expect,” she continued in a playfully accusatory tone.
 
I winced, realizing I’d forgotten to let them know the twins would definitely be coming to dinner.
 
“Something smells good,” Bierg rumbled.  It was then I noticed the succulent smell of roasted meat and herbs he’d mentioned.
 
My stomach released an audible growl.
 
“Please, follow me,” Purple said, playing the part of the obedient thrall, though she was officially my alchemist now.
 
I hadn’t seen the formal dining room but was pleasantly surprised.  I was immediately taken in by the long mahogany table inset with Celtic knotwork, not too dissimilar from the Brandrs’ own dining table.
 
“Have a seat,” I invited, heading to the nearest chair.
 
Skryvonna intercepted me and surreptitiously led me to the head of the table before seating herself a couple of chairs away on my right. 
 
Gill gracefully took the seat immediately to my right, while Gretch plopped excitedly in the chair to my left.  Tic perched daintily on the table beside Gretch. 
 
“Where’s everyone else?” I asked Purple, who’d not made a move to claim a seat. 
 
“We’ve already eaten.  You don’t eat with the staff, especially not when you’re entertaining,” she answered quietly, as the twins took their places, Bierg at the foot of the table, Fierg on his right.
 
Ceria helped herself to a seat.  I glanced from the Kobold to Purple, who shrugged.
 
“Ceria is a guest from the dungeon,” Gill whispered.  “She does eat with you when you’re entertaining.
 
Elyria appeared carrying a tray of steins, and Purple rushed off to help serve.
 
“So,” Bierg said, taking the offered stein of mead, “Have you gone to a random location yet?”
 
“Yes,” I replied, feeling a little silly talking across the length of the table.  “We arrived in a place called Spine’s Edge.  Do you know of it?”
 
“No,” Fierg replied, brow furrowing in thought.  “I’d be surprised if we did, though.  Tournion is a big ass place.”
 
“How big, exactly?” I asked, looking to Tic.
 
“It’s hard to quantify,” the imp replied.  “There are different planes and realms that make up the whole of Tournion.  It’s not all in one place like the planet that you came from.”
 
Not even considering trying to untangle that new nugget of information, I put it aside for later and continued my previous conversation.
 
“Anyway, it’s Gill’s homeland,” I told the twins.  “We were attacked by slavers damn near as soon as we arrived,” I stopped speaking, suddenly remembering we had another guest.
 
“Where’s Taggit?” I asked Purple, who was placing platters of bread and some sauce before each person.
 
“He wore himself out playing with Fluffy and Starfire in the stable,” she replied.  “We made sure he ate before bed.”
 
“Oh ok… good, good,” I acknowledged before returning to my story.  “They were chasing a rakkin boy.  I sort of… got involved.”
 
They both chuckled at my admission.
 
“I take it the slavers are all dead?” Fierg asked good-naturedly.
 
“Some of them,” I admitted, drawing another round of chuckles from my friends.
 
“A small army showed up, and I got the hell out of there.  The problem is, I need to go back and bring the boy home.  Gill would also like to find out what happened to her people,” I explained.
 
“Hrmm,” Bierg rumbled in thought.  “If I had my legs, I’d return with you.”
 
“Is there no way to speed up the process?” I asked seriously.
 
“There are a couple of ways,” Fierg said.  “There’s a Greater Potion of Regeneration.  Those cost around twenty gold.  Then there’s a healer with sufficient skill to regrow the limbs.  Good luck finding one of those to help for less than one-hundred gold.”
 
“I just handed your father over forty gold the other day,” I said, through a mouthful of dark bread in a tangy sauce.
 
Bierg swallowed his own food before replying, “Appreciate that, but he put the money in the clan coffers.  The entire clan participated in the raid, and he can’t be seen spending that much on his own son.”
 
“We provide healing for the wounded but only pay money to the families of the fallen,” Fierg finished.
 
I nodded my head, deep in thought.  I waited as Purple and Elyria sat trenchers of meat and potatoes in front of everyone before speaking again.
 
“Do you want to come with me to this place?” I asked.  It would take roughly half my remaining gold, but I couldn’t really put a price on the trolls’ assistance.  Besides, I really just needed an excuse to justify the expense to myself. 
 
“I’m pretty sure the entire warband would come,” Fierg answered.  “We’ve gained levels at an unprecedented rate since meeting you.  You attract trouble like flies to shit.”
 
“Not sure why that would make coming with me more enticing,” I chuckled.  “I’d welcome your help, though I have a bad feeling about the slavers.  The boy explained they’re part of a greater faction.  Their gear reminds me of a historic nation from back home.”
 
“What kind of nation was it?” Bierg asked, and I realized I had everyone’s rapt attention as scrapes of silverware around the table paused to hear my response.
 
“Depends on who you ask, I guess,” I replied.  “They conquered much of the known world and stayed in power for hundreds of years.  Their methods were… effective, but I’m pretty sure the barbarians of the day weren’t too happy to be on the receiving end of Roman might.  They were ahead of their time, as far as technology and combat tactics went.”
 
“Hrmm,” Bierg rumbled again.  “Tell me of their combat tactics.”
 
“They were highly organized and excellent engineers,” I began.  “I think their single greatest advantage was their short, heavy sword, called a gladius.  They also carried large shields and heavy throwing spears, called pili.  The soldiers I encountered had the spears and gladius, plus their armor looked like a leather version of Roman armor.”
 
“That sounds like a poor weapon,” Fierg said, furrowing his brow.
 
“Maybe not ideal for one-on-one combat,” I explained.  “But imagine a shield wall of soldiers, shoulder-to-shoulder.  Now envision an army of trolls descending on the shield line.”
 
The twins bared their tusks in fierce smiles.
 
I held up my hand to let them know there was more to this thought exercise.
 
“How far apart are your troll warriors?” I asked.
 
After a glance at each other, Fierg replied, “Far enough apart to swing our weapons, I suppose.”
 
I nodded gravely.  “So, unless you outnumber them enough to completely engulf their lines, they are fighting each opponent, two verses one.  While you’re trying to get through the shield of one combatant, his buddy is stabbing you in the kidney with his gladius.”
 
Fierg’s eyebrows drew down in anger, but I interrupted before he could speak.
 
“That’s how it played out in my world,” I said hastily.  “I don’t know if that’s even a viable strategy here.  Shit, I’m no historian.  That may not even be how it went down in Earth’s history, but I’m pretty sure I got the essence of it right.”
 
“I’ve seen a gladius before,” Bierg said, a thoughtful look on his face.  “I thought it was an inferior weapon.  Poorly balanced and too short to do much good in a fight.  Hearing how it’s intended to be used, I’m beginning to see them in a new light.”
 
A dessert course interrupted my history lesson as I got distracted by the massive slab of rustic pie set before me.  I looked up and smiled gratefully at Elyria, who beamed at my approval.
 
Everyone ate the dessert in relative silence, intent on savoring the flavor. 
 
When I’d finished eating, I pulled out my light slate and found the potion they’d mentioned.
 
Greater Regeneration Potion – 24g 52s
 
This potion will increase the natural healing of an individual by 800% for 48hrs
 
This potion will not regrow lost limbs.
 
“It specifically says that the Greater Regeneration Potion won’t regrow lost limbs,” I informed them. 
 
“You’re not a troll,” Bierg replied with a grin.  “You’d need a different and much more expensive potion to regrow a leg.
 
“Makes sense,” I said, standing.  Everyone stood when I did.
 
“I’m going to go buy one,” I announced.  “Make yourselves comfortable in the living room.”
 
The twins exchanged a worried glance.
 
“That would put me deeply in debt to you,” Bierg grumbled with a dark look.
 
“If you come with me, I’m pretty sure I’ll be owing you my life soon enough,” I laughed.
 
“There is that,” Fierg agreed. 
 
Rather than stopping in the great room, both twins followed me into the portal room. 
 
I pulled out the gold required and set it on a tray.  As disheartening as it was to sacrifice half my worldly wealth, I didn’t feel even the slightest hesitance before hitting the buyout button.  In purely practical terms, I’d just hired a squad of troll shock troops for the low price of a single expensive potion.
 
When the small crimson vial replaced my carefully stacked coins, I picked it up and presented it to Bierg. 
 
Bierg motioned for Fierg to take it, apparently not wanting to chance dropping it in his current state.
 
“We’re leaving now,” Bierg said, giving me an intense look.  “It may take up to two days for my legs to fully regrow, and I want to get started as soon as possible.  Come fetch us in two days.  I’ll have the warband ready.”
 
I gripped each of their wrists and collected their keys before wishing them well and sending them back to Rathfuerg.
 
Grinning at the prospect of another adventure with the competent duo and their warband, I turned to find all of my Summons looking at me from the doorway.
 
For once, Skryvonna was the one who appeared nervous.
 
“What’s going on?” I asked.
 
“We all agree that Skryvonna should bond with you before you return to the Spine,” Gill said, her golden eyes glowing with excitement.
 
“A little odd, but I understand the reasoning,” I said slowly.  “But why is everyone here?”
 
“We’re watching,” Gretch announced. 
 
“Oh, no, you’re not,” I chuckled.  “You’d dive into the action first chance you got.”
 
“From your head, Chief,” Gretch shot back, vanishing before I could respond. 
 
“It’s okay, Master,” Gill purred, slinking over to me and wrapping herself around me.  “She said she doesn’t mind if we’re there, as long as we aren’t physically present.”
 
Gill’s lips brushed mine, and she disappeared as well.  To ensure they weren’t secretly upset with the arrangement, I checked their feelings.  I felt two balls of excitement somewhere in my psyche.  The lust pouring off Gretch made me smirk, though Gill’s arousal nearly equaled the little goblin hornball’s.
 
Glancing up, I noticed Tic had closed most the distance between us.
 
“I’d like to join, as well,” she said, her glittering red eyes glowing with excitement.  “You may need the intelligence I provide, anyway.”
 
Having given up on ever having true privacy again, I just shrugged.  Tic did a little midair hop and vanished at the apex of her jump.
 
I turned to Skryvonna, who stood impassively in the doorway, never having said a word while the other girls had pitched their reasons for being tangentially involved.
 
I deliberately studied her from head to toe.  Her face was set in its usual stern expression, but it was impossible not to acknowledge her otherworldly beauty.  Even her four obsidian eyes appeared beautiful to me, now that I’d had time to acclimate to her appearance.
 
Gaze roving lower, I took in her perfectly proportioned torso.  The red and black silk covering her body enhanced rather than obscured her tight form.  Tan flesh peeked out from her outfit at strategic locations, highlighting the perfection of her body. 
 
Moving on to her hips and thighs, I appreciated the perfect balance of sensual muscle and womanly curves.  I’d have considered her to have wide hips before meeting beast girls, but her figure was as perfectly hour-glassed as any natural internet model from my past life.
 
“Enjoying yourself?” Skryvonna finally broke the pregnant silence in a frosty voice.  “You do realize that I want to do this to keep you alive and keep myself from enduring another century of being chosen and traded in by idiots?”
 
“Yeah, that’s not going to work,” I said, meeting her cobalt gaze.
 
“What?” she asked, startled.  “I thought you agreed….”
 
I turned away and made a few small purchases as I answered, hiding the purchased items with my body as I did so.
 
“The bond joins us at an emotional level,” I explained.  “If we do this, it’s for life, and I won’t share you with any other men.  I’m not experiencing your emotions for another man while you’re bound to me.  I won’t pose any restrictions on your interacting with the other wives, though.  I know Gretch wants you.”
 
“That trollop wants every being with a heartbeat,” Skryvonna scoffed.  “I never agreed to become your wife.”
 
Stowing the small vials I’d purchased in my waist pouch, I turned to meet her gaze again.
 
“That’s fine,” I said.  “Say the word, and I’ll go to my bed with my wives.  Besides, you’re missing the most important point behind why this can’t be an entirely platonic transaction.”
 
“And why is that, human?” she demanded imperiously.
 
I shook an admonishing finger at her and chuckled ruefully.
 
“The bond we form, and therefore the amount of time that you can manifest in the overworld, isn’t predicated entirely on physical contact.”
 
“Explain,” she demanded. 
 
I palmed a large light slate to life so she could easily see the screen.  Pulling up the bond information on Gretch and Gill, I read along with her.
 
Life Bonds:
 
Gretch: LVL-8   19%    8 min.  Overworld time. 4.43 minutes remaining
 
Gill: LVL-6   86%   6 min.  Overworld time. 6.00 minutes remaining
 
I smiled at the increased bonds but made a mental note to have a talk with Gill.  I would have thought that the gap between my two wives would have closed more than it had.
 
“I’m speculating on how this works, but it’s definitely not synced up with the number of times we’ve been intimate,” I explained.  “I suspect that if we just go through the motions of sex, you may get ten seconds or so to materialize.”
 
“I’d still be bound, though,” she said stubbornly.
 
“Yep, and nearly incapable of protecting me in the way that you say you want to,” I replied gently.  “I don’t want to be bonded to you if you’re going to be angry all the time, regardless.  I find myself affected by the moods of Gretch and Gill as our bonds grow stronger.”
 
Skryvonna crossed her arms defensively, and I didn’t hide my appreciation of what the motion did to her firm breasts.
 
“For Gretch, that mostly means I’m horny all the time, but she’s not putting on an act when she shows affection for me, Gill, or anyone else.  She’s a pervert for sure, but she also freely cares about everyone around her… even you.”
 
“Gill is more complex.  There’s a deep sadness within her that she tries to muffle from me, but I can feel it anyway.  I’ll be able to sense the same depth of emotion from you.”
 
“If you truly dislike me, then I can’t bond with you.  I’ll never send you back, Skryvonna, but I can’t live with feeling resentment from you for the rest of my life.”
 
Skryvonna blew out an exasperated breath, her gaze drifting to the floor before answering.
 
“I don’t hate you.”
 
After a few moments, I asked, “Care to elaborate?”
 
“Not really,” she muttered under her breath before continuing.  “I like it here with you and the rest, okay?”
 
I nodded, waiting.
 
With a groan, she resumed speaking.  “You do not all treat me like I am going to cut your throats at night.  I know you do not understand my species, but our reputation is well-earned.  Somehow, your attitude about me has rubbed off on all of your women.”
 
Once she got going, the words poured forth as though she’d been wanting to say them for quite some time. 
 
“You take my advice without looking for the trap in my words.  You and everyone else… treat me with respect.  I am used to the respect that comes with fear.  Just… I don’t hate you or any of your team.  Not even that disrespectful tramp of a goblin.”
 
I felt unrestrained joy from Gretch and peaceful acceptance from Gill, but neither interrupted the moment.
 
Taking a step forward, I opened my arms in invitation.
 
Skryvonna studied me through impassive eyes for several seconds before closing the remaining distance and hesitantly wrapping her arms around me.
 
Her silk-covered body felt right in my embrace.  She fit into me like a puzzle piece as I basked in the firm feel of her body against mine and breathed in her spicy cinnamon aroma.
 
“Would you like to continue this in your room?” I softly asked once she had relaxed into my arms.
 
She nodded without speaking, extracting herself from my embrace before shyly taking my hand and leading me out of the portal room.
 




Chapter 6 – To Catch a Scorpion by the Tail

Skryvonna maintained her regal bearing as we passed Elyria and Ceria talking on one of the couches. 
 
Elyria looked up with a broad smile and bounced her white eyebrows mischievously when she managed to make eye contact with me.   I grinned but didn’t otherwise acknowledge her for fear of breaking Skryvonna from her vulnerable mood.
 
When she arrived at her door, she took a steadying breath before opening it.  The interior of her room had been stripped of most furniture.  Piles of pillows and cushions occupied most of the floor space.
 
She tentatively slipped her arm around my waist and pulled me close again.
 
“I don’t think I would enjoy being dominated like your… other wives,” she reminded me, her voice low and husky.
 
I gently kissed her temple between her upper and lower sets of eyes.  A tiny thrill went through me at even that level of intimacy with this powerful and beautiful woman.
 
“In your room, you’re the boss,” I whispered into her ear, one hand rubbing her back. 
 
She nodded but made no move to advance the activities.
 
“Are you a virgin?” I asked after an awkward moment of standing there rubbing her back.
 
She nodded, letting her light pink hair drift forward to hide her eyes.
 
“I don’t know anything about the mating rituals in your culture,” I said.  “But from the clues I’ve picked up, I believe you may enjoy it if I just worshipped your body for a while.  Would you let me do that?”
 
Her hair fell back as her eyes snapped up to meet mine.  She studied my face for a moment before nodding again.
 
I gently pulled her to me and embraced her again. Slight tremors shot through her muscles as she struggled to relax.
 
“We can wait until you’re more comfortable,” I murmured.
 
“No,” she said, her voice thick.  “If I send you away now, I’ll never… Just no.  Now is fine.”
 
She emphasized her statement by clumsily pressing her body against mine and fiercely kissing me on the lips.
 
It dawned on me that her first failed attempt at seduction was as much a product of inexperience as her own haughty attitude.
 
She made up for her inexperience with determination.  The spicy smell of her room and body sent my senses spinning as she aggressively thrust her delicate tongue into my mouth.
 
I met her kiss and slowly guided her to a more sedate and passionate kiss, though her cinnamon taste and the tight body in my arms urged me to ravish her immediately.
 
Slowly, she relaxed into me, exploring my mouth with her tongue as her hands roamed over my back.
 
I slid my thigh between her legs, cupped her silk-clad ass, and ground her against my leg.
 
“Unngg,” she groaned into my mouth.
 
I used my hands on her ass to grind her heat against my leg a few more times before she started moving on her own, humping my leg while moaning around our locked lips.
 
I pulled away long enough to close the door behind us and strip off my shirt.  She practically tackled me in her haste to kiss me again, tribbing my leg the entire time.
 
When she began to softly pant, I brought my hands up to the neckline of her complicated top and raised a quizzical eye. 
 
She took a single step back, undid two catches, and her entire ensemble slid down her body to pool around her feet.
 
My breath hitched at the sight of her perfectly sculpted body.  Every part of her fantastic body appeared symmetrical and balanced.  She lacked the muscle and definition of my other wives, but damn was her body perfect.
 
I slowly lowered my mouth to one rust-red nipple, gazing at her unblinking eyes the entire time.  She arched her back slightly to bring her breast that much closer to me. 
 
When my mouth closed around her nipple, she gasped and squirmed. Without letting go of my prize, I stripped off my pants and helpfully returned my thigh between her legs to provide her a source of relief.
 
When she ground her delicate, wet pussy against my bare thigh, I nearly picked her up and impaled her, but I managed to hold myself back. 
 
“You are very experienced at this,” she gasped as I moved my mouth to her other breast and rolled my tongue around her erect nipple.
 
Instead of answering, I brought my mouth up to her ear.  “Please lay down face first?” I asked.
 
She shot me a questioning look but stretched out on a pile of cushions, her ass slightly raised and tail curled out of the way, providing me with a glorious view.
 
I noticed, with satisfaction, that her sex was literally leaking with excitement.  Transparent beads of dew stood out on her inner thighs, inviting me to plunge between her legs.
 
It didn’t help that the pulses of intense lust coming from Gretch and Gill were magnifying my own desire.  I was proud that they’d restrained themselves from saying anything.
 
Gritting my teeth and gathering my willpower, I retrieved the vials of massage oil that I’d purchased minutes before and knelt beside Skryvonna.
 
“What are you doing?” she asked, a quizzical expression in the two eyes that I could see.
 
“Worshipping your body,” I rasped, uncorking a vial and warming some of the slippery liquid between my hands.  The smell of lavender mixed with the musky, spicy scent of Skryvonna as I rubbed my hands together.
 
Starting at her perfectly shaped ass, I slid my hands up her body, adding a sheen of oil to the already achingly beautiful sight before me.
 
“Mmmm… that feels nice,” she moaned, goosebumps trailing my hands up her spine. 
 
Her flesh felt softer than the most delicate silk as I kneaded every long muscle in her graceful back.  I restrained myself from going lower as I worked, adding oil as needed.
 
When she was glistening from the waist up, I started down one firm ass-cheek, firmly massaging the glute before softly stroking her inner thigh.
 
“Oh gods,” she murmured, squirming in an attempt to catch my fingertips with her dripping pussy.
 
Smirking, I continued down her leg, taking the time to enjoy the firm feel of her thigh and shapely calf before sliding my fingers between her toes and massaging her foot.
 
“Why does that feel so good?” she asked, voice thick with desire and disbelief.
 
“No one’s ever given you a foot rub?” I asked.
 
“Never,” she moaned as I worked my thumbs into the arch of her tiny foot.
 
“Well, I’ll give you one any time it’s practical, if you ask,” I promised.
 
“Mmm-hmmm,” she moaned as I started on the other foot.
 
Working my way up her long leg, I once again teased her inner thigh close to her sex.  I could feel the heat on the back of my fingers before skipping to her ass again, leaving her whimpering in disappointment.
 
I wanted to tell her to roll over so I could do the front, but we were both running thin on patience.
 
Without warning, I cupped her sex and slid my fingers between her lips to stroke her mound from top to bottom, avoiding her clitoris. 
 
“Oh, Belonia’s Cunt,” she swore, her body shuddering at that teasing touch.
 
“No… your cunt,” I teased, lightly stroking the insides of her folds again, allowing my finger to strum along the clit this time.
 
She curled her hands into fists around the pillows beneath her and raised her ass higher in the air with a girlish little shriek.
 
I grabbed a few pillows and stuffed them under her pelvis to keep her ass high in the air.
 
Taking my time, I slowly stroked her clit with the fingers of one hand while teasing her hot opening with the other.  Gradually, I increased the pace of both hands until her hips bucked with each firm, slow stroke of her pearl.
 
“Put… something….  fucking inside of me!” She panted after several minutes of teasing.
 
I looked up to find her obsidian eyes fixed on me as she glared at me over her shoulder. 
 
Easing my index finger into her, I rapidly flicked her clit with my other hand, causing her to spasm and her head to fall back forward.
 
Marveling at the tightness of her grip on a single finger, I slowly fingered her while rapidly flicking her clit with the other hand.
 
She thrashed under the stimulation, her pink hair splaying as she bucked her ass back into my hands.
 
“More,” she demanded.  It was so tempting to replace my hand with my cock.  Still, I just inserted another finger into her slick channel and continued firmly stroking her pearl until she screamed in ecstasy and slammed her legs together, trapping my hands in place as she rode out her first orgasm.
 
Her eyelids flickered as she grunted and ground against my hands for nearly an entire minute.  I was practically drooling with desire at the erotic sight by the time she collapsed onto her face, panting heavily.
 
Unable to help myself, I gave her glistening ass a gentle swat, just to watch the firm flesh respond to my touch.
 
She opened a single eye and glared at me, though a surprisingly gentle smile curled her lips a second later.
 
“Fuck me, Andric, please?” she asked, a voice so different from what I was used to that it brought me up short.
 
“Your wish, my command,” I said softly, positioning myself between her splayed legs.
 
She started to get up to her knees, but I stopped her with a hand on her caramel hip.
 
“You’re fine,” I explained, bracing myself above her and bringing my straining shaft to her entrance.  “Tell me if it starts to hurt too much.”
 
I began to penetrate her with agonizing slowness, not wanting to cause her unnecessary pain.  The slick heat of her sex didn’t resist me for the first few inches.  Though nearly unbearably tight, she was more than lubricated enough for my slow invasion.  I felt it when I bumped into her maidenhead and prepared to push past.
 
Suddenly, Skryvonna arched her ass forcefully into my pelvis, drawing cries from both of us as she impaled herself up to the hilt.
 
“God damn,” I gasped, overwhelmed by the pleasure of suddenly being entirely inside of Skryvonna’s impossibly tight pussy.
 
“Wait,” she grunted as her inner walls contracted and spasmed, adjusting around my girth.  I held myself stock still, giving her all the time she needed.
 
“Slow,” she said, the wrinkles of pain around the two eyes I could see easing as she spoke.
 
Following her instruction, I slowly began to thrust, just fractions of an inch at first, but gradually increasing my stroke’s length until I was slowly drawing my shaft nearly all the way out before easing back in. 
 
She began panting little yelps on the forward thrust as the pain faded completely from her expression, replaced by an almost wonderous expression of pleasure.
 
“Faster, Andric,” she whimpered.
 
Obliging, I began to properly fuck the beautiful drider beneath me.
 
Soon she was pushing her ass back to meet each thrust, guttural grunts accompanying the sound of my pelvis smacking into her firm flesh.
 
“Pull my tail,” she ordered, getting all the way onto her hands and knees to buck back with greater leverage.
 
Completely gone to the exotic pleasure of the scene and sensations, I gripped her smooth tail and used it to pull her into me with each powerful stroke forward.
 
“Fucking yessss,” she hissed as her leg muscles began trembling as if they were being shocked.  She would have fallen over sideways, but I mercilessly pulled her back into position using her tail and continued to bury myself in the molten pleasure of her core.
 
“Morrrre,” she wailed as the spasms of her first orgasm rolled into another, more powerful one.
 
The sensation of her inner walls flexing with her pleasure sent me over the edge as a third titanic orgasm swept over her body.
 
I came so hard that I lost control of my legs and crushed her flat beneath me as I pumped rope after rope deep inside of her.  The contractions of my lower body were nearly painful as I spent myself into Skryvonna’s still trembling pussy.
 
Rolling off to let her breath easier, I pulled her into my chest, and we panted in a sweaty heap until our breathing returned to normal. 
 
Skryvonna stirred just enough to arrange the cushions more comfortably beneath us.  She looked at me with a gentle smile on her lips, the expression rendering her face nearly unrecognizable.  
 
“Thank you, Andric,” she sighed.  “That wasn’t bad at all.”
 
I snorted a chuckle at the understatement as she grabbed one of my arms and wrapped it around her chest like a blanket.
 
“You are sleeping here tonight,” she declared.
 
“Your wish, my command,” I said playfully, my own eyes already drifting closed.
 
I heard the patter of feet and cracked an eye open enough to see Gretch and Gill slip through the door.  My last thought before drifting off was a pang of disappointment that I wouldn’t get to watch them play.
 
--------------------------------------------------------------------------
 
I woke the following day when something unexpectedly shifted me in my sleep.  Cracking bleary eyes, I saw the pillows and cushions of Skryvonna’s room.
 
Feeling around, I felt a sinking disappointment when I didn’t find the drider in question.
 
“I haven’t left you, Andric,” Skryvonna’s voice spoke into my mind. 
 
“Morning, sexy,” I thought happily.
 
“Mmm… I suppose that will do,” She replied.  “It is after six.  Are you going to sleep all day?” She demanded.
 
I reached out to the new spikey ball of emotion in my psyche and analyzed it.  Apprehension, fear, and longing were the most identifiable emotions coming from my new wife’s core.  I could just make out the tiniest bit of wary happiness beneath her primary feelings.
 
“I suppose not,” I replied, unsure how to put her at ease.
 
“Do not try,” Skryvonna ordered.   “Do not treat me any different than you have been.  I wish I could turn off this damn emotional bond.”
 
I smothered my thoughts as I pondered the vast gulf of insecurities that separated us.  Considering how I’d try to strengthen our relationship if I didn’t have insight directly into how she felt, I nodded and stood.   Stretching until my back let out a satisfactory pop, I resolved to comply with Skryvonna’s wishes and pretend I didn’t have a window into her soul.
 
“Thanks for the wake-up call,” I thought.  “Lot to do today, and not much time to do it all.”
 
I dressed before padding down the hall to my own room in search of clean clothes.
 
Opening my door, I chuckled at the sight before me.
 
Gretch was bound, her forearms lashed to her ankles, in a tight ball.  Gill’s larger frame was curled around her, and they were both sound asleep.
 
“Rise and shine!” I called loudly.
 
Gill shot to her feet, eyes wide and searching for danger, the sleek muscles of her naked body standing out as she crouched on the bed. 
 
Gretch jerked and rolled around before she started giggling.
 
“Have a good night, you two?” I asked.
 
“Good morning, Master,” Gill purred when her brain engaged.
 
“You really left me tied up all night,” Gretch whined between fits of laughter.
 
“I needed sleep, and you’re insatiable.” Gill snapped, though she set to untying the ropes that bound Gretch’s arms to her legs.
 
“You don’t have to untie me yet,” Gretch said lasciviously.   “It can really be a good morning if you both want to show me how happy you are to see me while I’m all tied up and helpless.”
 
Gill smacked a hand down on Gretch’s juicy green ass.  The sound and jiggle of which nearly convinced me to take the little goblin up on her offer.   It must have affected Gill as well because she glanced at me with hooded eyes, her expression asking if I wanted to play.
 
“We’d better start the day,” I grated, already regretting my decision.  “We need to get Taggit home today, and I have to check experience and shit before we go.
 
“Awwww,” Gretch groaned before disappearing, leaving the suddenly empty restraints behind.
 
“As Master commands,” Gill said, sliding off the bed and showing me exactly what I’d be missing as she slunk towards me for a morning kiss.  With a mischievous light in her golden eyes, she gave me a chaste peck on the lips before disappearing as well.
 
As soon as they were all equipped, I ‘heard’ the mental rumbling I associated with a private conversation between my Summons.
 
Composing myself, I headed to the great room to find Purple, Elyria, Bo’urk, and Taggit already seated, a pile of hotcakes in the center of the table.
 
Catching sight of me, Elyria sprang from her seat, “I’m sorry, Sir.  I didn’t expect you up for another hour,” She exclaimed.
 
“Relax,” I said, petting the air in a calming gesture.  “You don’t have to wait on me for breakfast.”
 
“Sir, are you going to take me home now?” Taggit interrupted, his expression apprehensive under the dark mask that denoted his heritage.
 
“Soon,” I replied.  “Eat your breakfast.  I have a few things that I need to do before we go.”
 
“Yes, Sir,” he replied with noticeable relief.
 
I was halfway through a pile of pancakes when Court and Ceria entered the room.
 
“Oh, I’ll grab your breakfast,” Elyria said before scampering off to the kitchen.
 
“I just finished,” Purple said, standing to make room for them to sit at the table. 
 
“Me too,” Bo’urk squeaked, easing his impossibly broad bulk down from his chair.
 
“You don’t have to get up for me,” Ceria stated, a polite smile on her face.
 
“We have an experiment to check on,” Purple explained.
 
“Experiment?” I asked
 
“I’m, uh,… concocting potions that I think will make Fluffy and Starfire grow faster and stronger,” she explained.
 
“What?” I asked, shocked.  “Isn’t that dangerous?”
 
“Don’t worry, Boss-man strong Andric,” Bo’urk assured.  “I won’t let her give ‘em anything dangerous.”
 
I eyed the pair dubiously.
 
“Shouldn’t you experiment on a rat or something first?” I asked.
 
“Oh, could we?” Purple exclaimed.  “That’s such a great idea!”
 
“I don’t even know where to find rats,” I said slowly, not expecting my mostly rhetorical suggestion to be adopted so wholly.
 
“Oh, we could experiment much more aggressively if we had rats to test the theories on first,” Bo’urk exclaimed.  “I’m sure there are plenty for sale as pet food in the auction house.
 
“You’re probably right,” I said, processing the possible benefits of having alchemically enhanced creatures.
 
“I don’t want our animals harmed,” I admonished.  “I’ll buy some rats after breakfast.  Test as extensively as you want on them, but be very careful what you give Fluffy and Starfire.  It won’t do any good to have a super-rhino if your potions make her so aggressive that we can’t approach her.  The same goes for Fluffy.”
 
They both nodded like obedient school children before heading off to their work.
 
With an explosive sigh, I turned my attention to Ceria.
 
“Did you settle in all right?” I asked, “I got… distracted.”
 
“Your pantherian got me sorted out, thank you,” she replied, secretive smile in place. 
 
I had the great pleasure to watch her expression go from smug to alarmed when Gretch appeared and curtsied to her.
 
“Welcome to our home, Ceria.  I’ll do my best to convince Chief to sleep with you as soon as possible,” Gretch announced.
 
“Nope,” I said firmly.  “I’m in too many relationships already, and I still need to summon more bonds.  I like you, Ceria but, I’m limiting myself to Summons.”
 
Tic appeared, floating above the table.  I’d completely forgotten that she’d never left my head last night.
 
“Why don’t you just bond her?” Tic asked.
 
Elyria, placing a plate of roasted meat before Court, dropped the plate to the table with a clatter.  All eyes turned to Tic.
 
“Oh shit, you didn’t know, did you?” Tic exclaimed, slapping a hand over her mouth. 
 
Skryvonna appeared, once again in her black and red silks, and crossed her arms under her firm breasts, staring at Tic.
 
“I had one Master for quite some time,” she stated.  “If it were possible to bond others, I think I would know.”
 
“Um, I’m not supposed to tell things to players that they haven’t figured out,” Tic said ruefully.
 
“It’s not possible,” Skryvonna insisted.
 
 Tic glanced at the drider, irritation flashing across her face.  “Your Master wasn’t much of a ladies’ man, was he?” She snapped.
 
Skryvonna quirked her eyebrows.  “He was faithful to his first Summon, whom he married.”
 
“That’s all I can say,” Tic explained emphatically.
 
A look of understanding crossed Skryvonna’s face, followed by irritation.
 
“You’ll just have to fuck Ceria and see what happens,” Gretch said excitedly.
 
“I never agreed to become his Summon,” Ceria objected.
 
“Gretch, stop,” I ordered.  “Ceria, I’m not going to make you become a Summon.  Tic, what else aren’t you telling us?”
 
“A great many things, Andric,” she replied with a sly grin.  “I can’t tell you what I’m not telling you, though.”
 
“Why not?” I demanded.
 
“They won’t let me.”
 
“Who’s they?” I asked, getting annoyed.
 
“Them,” Tic replied with a melancholy sigh.
 
Gill appeared, crowding the breakfast table to an uncomfortable degree.
 
“I think the gods or their agents have rules against it, Master,” she said softly.
 
Tic perked up but didn’t otherwise acknowledge Gill’s guess.
 
“We can’t trust her,” Skryvonna growled.
 
Gill’s golden gaze fell flatly on Skryvonna’s obsidian eyes.
 
“We trust you,” Gill said slowly.
 
Skryvonna huffed and vanished, an uncomfortable ball of suspicion and jealousy blooming in my psyche.
 
“Watch her, Vonna,” I thought.
 
“I will,” she replied, satisfaction creeping into her tone and feelings.
 
“Okay, as entertaining as this all is, I’ve got work to do,” I declared, to mixed reactions.  Gretch looked put out, though Ceria breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
I snagged another pancake and ate it dry on my way to the ‘cleaning chair’.
 
“Oh, I had Bo’Urk make you this,” Elyria said, jumping up and pulling a rolled-up length of leather from behind the chair.  She knelt before me and unrolled the thing like a yoga mat.
 
Looking up at me with those breathtaking green eyes, she explained, “Once you’re done cleaning, I can just take the mat and wash it.”
 
“Thanks,” I mumbled, looking away from her intense stare.
 
“I think Elyria wants to become a Summon!” Gretch called from the table.
 
Elyria blushed beneath her freckles before hastily standing and scampering off.
 
“Damn it, Gretch,” I said.  “Equip up so I can wash you.”
 
Thirty minutes later, I had all my Summons and myself clean and the beginning of a mean case of the blue balls.  How was I supposed to get anything done with so much female attention?  And the moans during weapon maintenance…
 
Seating myself before a light slate in the portal room, I brought up pets and pet supplies.  It was interesting to learn that Staffons like Fluffy cost around five gold, and white riding rhinos started at thirty and went up to staggering amounts, based on bloodline. 
 
After first finding several sturdy metal cages, I bought the rats.  Purchasing them one at a time, I dropped them into their new homes.  Being feeder rats, they only cost a few coppers apiece.
 
Bo’urk stopped on his way through to the ‘stable.’
 
“Those the experiment rats, Bossman?” he asked.
 
“Yep, all yours,” I answered. 
 
He picked up a couple of cages and wandered off, whistling back the direction he’d come.
 
“You’re not keeping them in the stables?” I asked.
 
“Nope, Purple wants them in her lab,” he called over his shoulder, not pausing.
 
Shaking my head in bemusement, I opened the quest log to see what the blinking icon was all about.
 
Quest: Raccoon Rescue/Apprehension
 
You have come across a group of soldiers pursuing a juvenile rakkin.
 
Help the juvenile rakkin, or assist the soldiers in apprehending him.
 
You have automatically accepted this quest.
 
Quest Complete: You have rescued the juvenile rakkin.
 
Rewards:  500 exp
 
1 soul gem
 
Increased reputation with Fire Tail Kitsune Tribe.
 
Urgent Quest: Raccoon Return
 
Return the rakkin boy to his village within 48 hrs.
 
You have automatically accepted this quest.
 
You may choose to sell the juvenile rakkin into slavery for alternative rewards.
 
Time remaining:
 
00:12:32:06
 
The seconds ticked down as I watched, prompting me to read faster.
 
Quest: Tribal Politics
 
The empire of Torm is attempting to subjugate the barbarian tribes of the Spine’s Edge Steppe.
 
Choose a side and help them achieve their goals.
 
You may choose to play both sides for alternative rewards.
 
Additional quest will unlock when you choose a side:
 
Torm                                      Tribal People
 
Sighing at the mess that I was inevitably going to have to get involved in, I selected the ‘Tribal People’ button and waited as the text of the last quest changed.
Quest: Tribal Politics
 
The empire of Torm is attempting to subjugate the barbarian tribes of the Spine’s Edge Steppe.
 
You have sided with the Tribal People of Spine’s Edge Steppe.
 
Learn the fate of the Fire Tail Kitsune Tribe.
 
Informative, I thought, wryly.  Well at least the quest wasn’t taking me somewhere I wasn’t planning to go anyway.
 
Searching for more information on my enemies, I opened the combat log.  Ignoring the blow-by-blow, I checked the experience totals.
 
Torm Equites Sgt.  LVL. 15  Exp 1200 – Killed by your summon, Gill
 
Torm Equites Cpl. LVL. 10  Exp 500 – Experience divided by participating party members
 
Torm Equites Pvt.  LVL. 4   Exp 200 – Killed by you
 
Crumbling Hill Tribe Warrior LVL. 8  Exp 600 – Killed by your Summon, Skryvonna
 
Total Exp Gained: 3000
 
Kills: 2500
 
Quests: 500
 
Total Exp: 3644
 
Soul Gems: 1
 
I noticed that Court’s two solo kills weren’t listed at all; so whatever system ran Tournion didn’t award experience points just for being in a group with someone when they killed an enemy.
 
The Tormian soldier’s class rang a distant bell.   My vision blurred out as I looked inward.  Some kind of Roman soldier, I knew.  Equites… Equine... horses.  Cavalry soldiers? Riders did come out of the trees at the end there, but why were these guys chasing the boy on foot?
 
It answered some question, but spawned others.
 
“Well, looks like we’re not going to be able to wait for reinforcements,” I thought to the girls.  “Not that I was going to keep the kid locked up in here for three days, anyway, but we actually have a quest to get him home sooner, rather than later.
 
“We’re with you,” Gill declared.
 
“Try to keep stupid heroics to a minimum, this time,” grumbled Skryvonna.
 
With a chuckle at my own inability to keep my own advice and not stick my neck out for strangers, I went looking for the boy in question.
 
Finding him in the kitchen, helping Elyria with the dishes, I asked, “You ready to go home, kid?”
 
“Sure thing, Mister,” Taggit replied, “let me go get my old clothes.” With that, he dashed from the kitchen, leaving trails of soapy water streaking the floor from his hands.
 
I shook my head, realizing the boy wore an oversized tunic that probably belonged to Bo’urk.
 
Elyria laughed at my bemused expression.  “Don’t like kids, Sir?” she asked.
 
“Not particularly,” I answered absently.  “Never had any myself, not that I’m too broken up about it.  Had a really bad illness in childhood that rendered me sterile, so I haven’t really thought about it much.”
 
“Good thing you got a new body when you got here, Chief,” Gretch said happily.
 
Pure, cold dread washed down my spine as if a cooler of ice water had been dumped on me after scoring a game-winning touchdown.  Only, there was no celebration and cheers, only the feeling that the floor had been whisked out from beneath me.
 
Gill’s shrill hyena laughter filled my mind, setting my nerves all the way on end.
 
“We can’t get pregnant, Master,” she thought between gales of mental laughter.  “We’re technically spirits.”
 
“We can’t?” Gretch asked, plaintively.  “But I wanted him to breed me.”
 
Gill’s statement lifted the thousands of pounds of sucking dread off my shoulders in an instant, but Gretch’s nearly made me sorry that they couldn’t get pregnant in the next instant.  Something about the raw ‘breed me’ statement resonated with my lizard brain.
 
“Well, maybe we’ll look into it, if we ever find some kind of stability,” I reassured my goblin wife.
 
“Oh, I felt that Chief,” Gretch purred, contentment and lust pouring off her emotional bond.  “I’m going to beg you to breed me every time we fuck until you figure out a way to do it.”
 
Feeling my own face blush, I waved bye to Elyria and stepped into the great room just in time to catch Taggit rushing towards the kitchen.
 
“Ready to go?” I asked him.
 
“Are you leaving without us?” Court asked. 
 
Looking over my shoulder, I saw Court and Ceria emerging from the hall that led to the baths.  Both of them still appeared damp, so I assumed Court had explained showers to Ceria. 
 
Ceria, dressed in her sheer white robes, was flashing the pinkest set of nipples I’d ever seen through the damp material.  The unexpected tit shot caused me to hesitate my answer for half a second.
 
“She’ll have you, if you ask,” Gretch crooned seductively.  “Can you imagine that cute red face buried in my green pussy while you pound her from behind.”
 
I sighed and rubbed my eyes.  “You’re getting far too proficient at using your sexuality to get your way,” I thought.  
 
Aloud, I answered Court, “You can come.  Ceria, you stay here in case there’s an army waiting for us.  Can’t have the dungeon’s ambassador getting killed on the first day.”
 
“Is that bad?” Gretch asked, innocently, forcing me to split my conversation two ways.
 
“It’s going to take some getting used to,” I thought.
 
Court nodded and said, “Let me get my spear,” before jogging down the hall to the training room. 
 
“I’m quite good in a fight,” Ceria informed me.
 
“I’m aware,” I said.  “You saved my life when I fought my first Swarm warrior.”
 
Ceria’s secret smile grew.  “I’m pleased you remember that.”
 
“Not this time, though,” I said, and Ceria’s smile fell.  “Let me scout out how dangerous it is first.”
 
“Ready,” Court announced, already bounding back towards us with that unnaturally gracefully stride of hers.
 
“Let’s get this show on the road,” I said, reaching out and selecting our destination.
 




Chapter 7 - diplomacy

Our arrival in the standing stone circle was met with only the gentle whispering of the blue grass blowing in the breeze.
 
I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding and turned to Taggit.
 
“So, which way is home?” I asked.
 
“This way, Mister,” he answered happily before trotting off.
 
I spared a second to scan the area for our defeated foes, looking to gather loot like a proper murder-hobo, but their bodies and gear had been removed.  Jogging a few paces, I caught up with Taggit despite his energetic strides.
 
“How does your tribe feel about outsiders?” I asked as we walked.
 
“Oh, they hate Torm, but other people show up all the time,” he explained.
 
“Other tribal people, or humans?” Court asked, joining the conversation.
 
“There really aren’t many humans out here, Mister,” Taggit answered, “But, a few have drifted through town here and there.  None of them stay.”
 
With a sigh, I acknowledged his response. “Good to know,” I remarked.
 
“Very,” Court said, smirking.  “At least we can hope they won’t try to kill you on sight.”
 
“Oh… Nah, you should be fine…,” Taggit said, apparently just now considering the possibility.
 
We broke into the tree line shortly after, and the conversation died as we focused more on our steps and less on things we had no control of.  Surprisingly, the woods only lasted about a thousand meters before thinning to a rocky cliff face.  We stood above one of the oddest, yet most beautiful landscapes I’d ever seen.
 
A massive valley sprawled before us, full of rolling green grass and groves of trees.  Several streams spiderwebbed the landscape, giving the vast vista a patchwork appearance.  Buttes studded the landscape, tiny little mountains with sheer sides.  Impossibly, several of them had little waterfalls trickling merrily down their sides.
 
“I can see why the land is contested,” I murmured, overwhelmed by the majesty of the sight before me.
 
“The path down is over here,” Taggit called from my right, breaking my enthrallment.
 
As I walked toward the path, I realized the standing stones were situated in the center of a large plateau overlooking the countryside. 
 
The first leg of the path down didn’t offer much challenge, but after a switchback, the trail narrowed to a rocky path with a vertical wall on one side and a steep drop into open air on the other.              
 
Glancing at my companions, I noted that neither of them was having much difficulty with the descent.  So, I called on my testicular fortitude, set my jaw, and continued carefully down.  Sure, I had more agility and grace than a mountain goat, but that didn’t make the ground below any closer.
 
“You guys are quiet,” I thought, mainly to occupy my mind from the danger of navigating the treacherous path.
 
“We don’t want to distract you,” Gill thought back, her mental voice barely ‘audible’.
 
“Could honestly use a tiny bit of distraction right now,” I thought as I jumped a narrow section of the broken pathway.  “Why’s this place called Spine’s Edge?”
 
“Legend says it was once a great mountain range,” Gill answered, still thinking quietly.  “There’s debate on whether the range was called World Spine, Titan’s Spine, or other less likely names, though the ‘spine’ is generally agreed upon.  Some cataclysm occurred.  If you believe the legends, in the distant past, the gods reduced the mountains to what you see before you. So, just the edge of the mighty spine is all that’s left standing…therefore, Spine’s Edge.”
 
Mentally nodding to myself, I got onto all fours to navigate a particularly tricky section.  The path crumbled beneath my right foot, and my leg shot out over the abyss.
 
A pair of small, hooked spikes shot from my breastplate, arresting my slide.  Simultaneously, a hand shot out from above me, clamping down on my armor’s shoulder pauldron, pulling me to firmer ground.
 
Glancing up, I saw Court’s grimace.  One hand gripped  the rock face, claws extended for greater purchase.  Her other hand clutched my pauldron as she strained to pull me back to better footing.
 
“Thanks,” I muttered quietly but with great sincerity as I regained my footing and continued down the precarious cliff face.
 
Once we reached the halfway point, the path broadened, and we easily trekked down the remaining switchbacks. 
 
Near the foot of the plateau, Court asked, “Do you always pick mushrooms atop dangerous mountains?”
 
Taggit snorted, “No one would pick mushrooms up there.  It’s a holy place.  I had to climb up.  It was either climb, or the Torm soldiers would’ve caught me on their horses.”
 
“What was your plan once you trapped yourself up there?” Court asked.
 
“Pray to Kenloch, of course,” he answered, shooting a cheeky grin over his shoulder at the pantherian. 
 
“Of course,” she muttered.
 
“I didn’t see any villages from up there,” I observed. 
 
“You wouldn’t. They’re on the buttes,” the boy explained casually.
 
From the valley floor, the buttes appeared to be granite columns to the cathedral of the gods.  I didn’t see how we’d ever manage to climb them. 
 
“I can see why Torm isn’t declaring open warfare,” I observed.  “They’d lose an army for each butte they assaulted.
 
“That’s what my da says,” Taggit replied with another precocious grin.
 
The valley floor wasn’t nearly as pristine as it had appeared from on high, but we still made good time as we followed the rakkin boy towards his village.  High durability and dexterity worked wonders for hiking through uneven terrain.
 
Around noon, I called a stop for lunch beside a pool under one of the buttes.  A thin waterfall trickled merrily down from up top into a clear blue pool- providing the most picturesque picnic spot I’d ever seen. 
 
As Court and I pulled food from our packs, I felt deep melancholy emanate from one of my bonds.  Tracking the feeling, I found it originating from the prickly ball of emotions that was Skryvonna.
 
“Everything ok?” I asked her privately.
 
“Of course,” she snapped.
 
“Vonna, you can tell me what’s bothering you,” I coaxed.  “I don’t expect you to be a solemn guardian at all times.  It’s ok to open up and share a little.”
 
“It is stupid,” she grumbled, and I got the distinct impression she was sulking.
 
“Tell me,” I gently insisted.
 
With an exasperated mental sigh, she replied, “I want to feel the sun, grass, and water.  I have not walked the surface of Tournion in… a long time.”
 
“That’s perfectly reasonable,” I thought, taking a bite of the rustic sandwich I’d unpacked before conjuring my light slate.
 
Life Bonds:
 
Gretch: LVL-8   19%    8 min. overworld time. 8.00 minutes remaining
 
Gill: LVL-6   86%   6 min. overworld time. 6.00 minutes remaining
 
Skryvonna: LVL-1   98%   1 min. overworld time.  1.00 minute remaining
 
“You have one minute of overworld time,” I said.  “We don’t plan on getting in a fight today.  Take thirty seconds and play in the pool.  I’ll time you and let you know when time’s up.”
 
“That is ridiculous,” she thought.  “No one plans on getting into a fight.  If I did that, I would be tempting the gods to throw a challenge at you that you cannot handle without me.”
 
“I can literally feel your longing and sadness, Vonna,” I thought.  “I think thirty seconds from a content drider is worth more than a minute from a depressed one.”
 
She snorted derisively, but I could feel veins of excitement thread their way through her bleak mood. 
 
“Go ahead,” I urged.  “I’ve got the timer right here.”
 
“If it will make you shut up about it,” she grudgingly agreed, though I could feel her actual gratitude blossom through the bond. 
 
Stifling thoughts about how handy it would’ve been to have the ability to know a woman’s true feelings back in my old life, I just waited expectantly.
 
Suddenly, Skryvonna appeared at the pond's edge, drawing gasps of surprise from Taggit and Court.  The faint mist from the small waterfall gave her a somewhat ethereal appearance as she stood, sun on her face for a few precious seconds. 
 
Stepping into the water, she let out a nearly inaudible squeal at the thrill of cold water.  Wading out to the small pond, oblivious to her clothing getting soaked, she extended a hand under the flow, an uncharacteristic smile adorning her face as the flowing water bounced off her palm, spraying water droplets along her face and neck.
 
Enraptured by the sight of Skryvonna acting like a teen seeing nature for the first time, I momentarily forgot to monitor the timer.  Remembering myself, I glanced down to see her remaining time tick down to twenty-three seconds.
 
“Time!” I called regretfully, loathe to pull her from the profound enjoyment she was obviously experiencing.
 
She vanished instantly; her emotional presence was serene, but for little suppressed thrills of happiness, when it returned to my psyche.              
 
“That was not wise, but I thank you, Andric,” she allowed after a few silent moments.
 
Everyone sat in stunned silence from the unexpected sight of Skryvonna enjoying the simple joys of a beautiful natural pool. 
 
“I wanna get in the water!” Gretch announced, having already appeared and streaked to the pool.  She jumped into shallow water and promptly scraped a knee.
 
“Ouch!” She complained before sitting under the everlasting trickle of the small waterfall.
 
She created a far less dignified but equally endearing picture.
 
“Try not to waste more than a minute or two,” I called to the soaking wet goblin.
 
“It’s not half as fun as Scorp-Scorp made it seem, anyway,” she reported.  “Pretty cold in here.”
 
So saying, she vanished into my head, radiating disappointment.
 
I was still trying to keep the mirth of hearing Skryvonna called ‘Scorp-Scorp’ from my face and thoughts, so I just nodded and took another bite of my sandwich.
 
Lunch completed, we again followed Taggit through the beautiful but broken land.              
 
About an hour later, Court announced, “We’ve got shadows.”
 
“Distance and location?” I asked, keeping my voice conversational and my eyes forward.
 
“One behind, maybe two hundred feet, another to the right about the same distance away.  There’s probably more.
 
Unnecessarily, I tapped my shield on my back and the head of my war pick where it hung on my belt.  My weapons were always ready to throw down.
 
A low growl from Gill at my change of attitude confirmed the fact.  I could definitely get used to my women being willing and able to have my back at all times.
 
Hearing her warning, Taggit stopped and called out, “You might as well come out.  They’ve already seen you!”
 
Five beast-kin figures stood from the tiniest imperfections in the nearby landscape.  I wouldn’t have guessed a squirrel could hide in some of the minute folds in the land that some of these people stepped from.
 
Inspecting the welcoming committee, I noticed that the entire group was dressed in only loincloths and swirls of reddish-brown paint.  The second thing I noticed was there were two females in the group.  Not because I leered at them or anything, but bare breasts tend to attract the eye when you expect pecs or at the least something covering said breasts.
 
The entire group was composed of two fox-men, a rakkin, and a female from each race.
 
“Kitsune,” Gill warned, “Don’t call them fox-people to their faces, please.”
 
Nodding silently, I raised my hands to show they were empty.
 
Taggit scampered behind the new arrivals and said, “Be careful if he points his hands at you.  He stood just like that before killing five Tormian soldiers.”
 
I wanted to snarl at the little pest, but managed to keep a neutral expression on my face as the five warriors closed in.
 
“I’m Andric,” I announced, “I mean you no harm.”
 
The kitsune woman approached from the front, a sly smile curling her lips as she gestured with a gnarled wooden staff in her hands.
 
“You won’t mind if we bind you then?” she asked sweetly, a definite Celtic lilt to her speech.  “We’d all feel a great deal safer if yer weapons were a little further from ye hands, as well.”
 
“I… suppose I don’t have much of a choice,” I grumbled. 
 
“None,” the rakkin man said, brandishing a longsword for emphasis.  “You can hand over the cat-kin’s slave contract while you’re at it.  There are no slaves in tribal lands.”
 
Court growled before spitting, “I’m pantherian, you fucking trash panda.  And I’m no one’s slave.”  She went so far as to level her spear, prepared to fight these people to the death if I commanded.
 
I raised a shocked eyebrow in her direction before addressing the chagrined-looking rakkin, “Um, I’d try not to piss her off,” I advised him helpfully, pointing a finger toward Court.
 
“Where in the hell did she hear that expression?” I thought.
 
“Um, I told her you thought about raccoons like that,” Gretch admitted.  “She thought it was funny.”
 
“We’ll talk later,” I mentally growled.
 
“Are you unwilling to be disarmed and bound?” The original speaker asked, her voice tight with stress.
 
“Not at all,” I said, reasoning that I could have my weapons back in hand with a thought and had no shortage of allies who could cut my bindings.  I was beginning to wonder if I’d been too hasty electing to help these people before I met them.
 
“I don’t think they’ll hurt you, Master,” Gill informed me.  “They’re just really on edge.  Most tribes don’t wear woad unless they’re actively at war.
 
Assuming the swirling patterns of red clay adorning the warrior’s bodies were woad, I nodded and extracted my pick from its ring with two fingers.  Gently, I laid it on the ground with an apology to Gill.  Next, I slowly removed the shield and set it down as well.
 
“Dagger too!” a male kitsune barked.
 
Rolling my eyes, I extracted my curved knife and tossed it beside the rest of the weapons.
 
“Now you,” the rakkin woman instructed Court.  She glanced at me and acknowledged my nod before stabbing her spear into the grass and taking a few steps back.
 
“I’m going to bind you now and take you to our elder.  You can tell her how you came to be in possession of Taggit.
 
“Oh, he saved me from the Tormian soldiers and took me to his base overnight,” Taggit finally spoke up on my behalf.  “His name is Andric, by the way.  I think he would have brought me home sooner, but the entire Tormian army was hunting him after he killed a few of them.”
 
Our captors glanced at each other nervously before the female kitsune spoke again.  “It’s standard procedure to bind any intruders before bringing them to town in a time of war.  Will you let yourself be bound peacefully?”
 
“Go ahead,” I said, not too concerned that they would try to kill me out of hand.  At least not now that Taggit’s ungrateful little ass had finally explained that we’d saved his life.   If they did try something… well, I could easily feel the simmering anger from Skryvonna, the wary readiness from Gill, and the excited eagerness for violence from Gretch. 
 
Pausing my thoughts, I asked, “Tic?”
 
“I’ve got your back, boss,” she reported coldly.
 
Nodding in satisfaction, I held out my hands.
 
“Behind you,” demanded the unfriendly rakkin man.
 
I silently assumed a ‘parade rest’ position, my hands atop each other at the small of my back.
 
The female kitsune edged around me in a wide circle before chanting a few words.
 
I nearly jumped out my skin when vines rose from the ground and snaked around my wrists.   Barely able to will myself to remain still, I bore the odd sensation until my hands were tightly bound behind my back.
 
Looking to the side, I noticed that Court had received the same treatment.
 
“Take me to your leader,” I said with a sarcastic grin.
 
Apparently, the beast-kin had no appreciation for Earth cultural references, because the female who’d magically bound our hands simply nodded and headed out.  A few others stooped to gather our discarded weapons, and we were once again on our way.
 
I noticed that four wore swords or spears and had hard, somewhat bulky bodies when analyzing our captors.  The druid, or whatever magic class the female spokeswoman was, didn’t have the defined muscles of her crew.  Though sinuous, she had enough fat on her body to support a midsized rack and nicely shaped thighs above her foxlike lower legs.
 
“The others are some kind of melee fighter class,” Tic broke into my idle thoughts.  “In Tournion, your lifestyle affects your physique, but not as much as your class.”
 
“What about trade classes?” I asked.  “Surely, not every person in their tribe is a warrior.”
 
“Most barbarians advance in a fighting class, as well as a trade class,” Tic explained.  “When you get into larger towns and cities, you’ll find more and more people that only focus on trades, though most at least attempt to maintain some combat capabilities.”
 
“Good to know,” I thought.  “Thanks, Tic.”
 
“You don’t talk much, do you?” The rakkin female asked sardonically, moving up beside me.
 
I glanced over and noticed that the black mask and bushy tail worked wonders with her compact, muscular body.  In short, she was as beautiful as most of the beast-kin women I’d met.
 
Carefully avoiding glancing down at her exposed perky breasts, I replied, “Being bound and captured doesn’t typically put me in a talkative mood.”
 
“Psh,” she exhaled with a dismissive wave. “It’s just a formality.  You rescued Taggit from Tormian troops, from the sounds of it.  I’m sure Lastra will set you free as soon as she hears your story.  Where are ye from, anyway?”
 
I’d always had a thing for Celtic accents, and this bushy-tailed little vixen was no exception.  She ran a hand through her short black hair while she waited for my response.
 
“I’m… a player,” I admitted, hoping the truth would indeed set me free.
 
“Obviously,” she nodded, her dark brown eyes sparkling from the natural mask around her eyes.  “You’re not Tormian.  You showed up directly in the middle of Spine’s Edge.  You’d have to be a player.”
 
”Try not to admit you’re from Earth,” Tic advised.
 
“Way ahead of you,” I agreed.
 
“So, what’s with the body paint,” I asked, flicking my gaze down to the swirls of red that decorated her torso.
 
“Woad,” she replied, tracing a finger around one design that snaked across her toned abs.  “The shamans bless it, and it buffs us in battle.”
 
“That’s useful,” I commented.
 
“How about we don’t tell the prisoners all our secrets before the Chief has a chance to speak with him, Mara,” one of the male kitsune interrupted. 
 
Marisha rolled her eyes and said, “Fiiine,” in a way that made me think she was probably younger than she looked.  She put a hand on her sword’s pommel to keep it from bouncing as she jogged away from me, fluffy, banded tail streaming in her wake.
 
“We’re almost there,” the stocky guy said in mild apology for breaking up our conversation.
 
I just nodded, happy to take in the fascinating landscape as we marched through the midst of it.  I wasn’t eager to answer too many questions, anyway.
 
I noticed wooden scaffolding near the butte we were approaching and suspected we’d reached our destination.  My theory seemed confirmed when more woad-bedecked warriors began popping up from behind boulders and premade trenches.
 
“Who’ve you got there, lass?” a grizzled gray kitsune man called to the leader of our captors.
 
“Just a human player and a pantherian woman.  They rescued Taggit from Tormian troops and delivered him home safely,” she replied in her lilting accent.
 
“Go on up, then,” the older warrior replied with a grin.  “The wee one’s parents have sorely been missing him.”
 
As I’d been half-fearing, our escort led us to a wood and vine platform that was obviously intended to transport us to the top of the butte.  When they motioned us on, Court stepped aboard, but I eyed the thing warily.
 
“T’wont fall,” Marisha, the talkative rakkin woman insisted with a musical laugh.
 
Doing the thing that all men do when their bravery is questioned by a pretty girl, I nodded sagely and stepped aboard.  Putting my back to the low handrail, I gripped it as best I could.
 
Snickering at my obvious discomfort, the rakkin man in our party depressed an amber gem, and the platform smoothly rose, the vines magically coiling around spindles built into the sides of the thing.
 
Expecting to be dropped to my death at any moment, I endured the ride in stoic silence, though my jaws hurt from how hard I clenched my teeth by the time we’d reached the top.
 
Our little elevator platform fit into a larger arrival platform like a puzzle piece, and I let out a relieved breath.             
 
Only now focusing on the town before me, I wondered where they had gotten the wood for all the picturesque cottages that composed the majority of the buildings.  The surprisingly spacious flat top of the butte held maybe fifty homes and various shops.
 
“How many people live here?” I asked.
 
“You’ll have to ask the Chief,” the druidess answered as Taggit dashed off, calling for his parents at the top of his lungs.
 
We all watched as the door of a distant cottage opened, and a rakkin couple stepped out.  Their faces lit up with surprise and joy when they spied the boisterous tyke running up the path towards them. 
 
Though they were out of earshot by the time their paths converged, I could imagine the tearful welcome he received.  Satisfaction bloomed in my chest at having returned the boy home.
 
“I hope this does not mean you are going to rescue every lost waif you find in the wilds,” Skryvonna thought.
 
“Of course not,” I teased.  “You’ll notice that I’ve restrained myself to only rescuing the one prostitute.”
 
“Gods be praised,” Skryvonna deadpanned.
 
“He can have all the whores he wants, you dried up old hag!” Gretch gleefully joined the conversation.
 
“You only say that because you want to sleep with them more than he does, you little harlot!” Skryvonna shot back.
 
“Take it private,” I warned as our escort led us down a broad path to a building that somewhat resembled the Brander’s longhouse.
 
As the budding shouting match receded to a muted buzz, I checked the emotions of my Summons and was pleased to find there was no actual malice on either side.
 
“Wait here,” the druid kitsune instructed before vanishing into the large building.
 
The rest of our escort remained in the little square before the building with us.  After a few moments, our lead captor returned, accompanied by an ancient female kitsune with three tails.
 
The crone looked us over with pure white orbs.  I assumed she was blind, but I made out some movement in those iris-less eyes as she inspected us.
 
After the silence stretched, more than long enough to make me uncomfortable, the crone spoke in a strong but aged voice.
 
“Thank you for not causing my warriors harm,” she said.   “I sense many souls within you and suspect those bindings provide you little more than an inconvenience, magical though they are.”
 
“You’re welcome,” I replied with a shallow bow.  “I understand and approve of their precautions.”
 
The warriors around us bristled, and hands went to weapons upon her proclamation, but the Chief stood them down with a sharp headshake.
 
“My name is Lastra,” she introduced herself.  Turning to the druidess, she said, “Remove his restraints, Sivan.”
 
The druidess waved a hand, and the bindings fell from my wrists.  Turning my head, I saw Court rubbing her freed wrists with a sour look on her face.
 
“Won’t you come in for some tea?” Chief Lastra asked.  Catching Sivan’s eye, she said, “You may go.”
 
Sivan opened her mouth to protest, but the dismissal had been quite evident in the Chief’s tone.
 
“Of course,” I answered.
 
Following the old matriarch inside, I was surprised by the insane amount of decoration inside the dwelling.  Every inch of exposed wood was carved in intricate Celtic knotwork.  I felt that if I relaxed my eyes, I’d be able to determine larger images obscured by the sheer complexity of the engravings.
 
“Your home is beautiful,” I said with candor.
 
“Thank you, my boy,” she said with a chuckle.  “We occasionally play host to dryads when they come of age to leave the grove.  They thank us by shaping the wood, as you can see.”
 
I nodded in wonder, stopping myself before I unconsciously ran my fingers over the carvings in one of the room’s central pillars.
 
Lastra seated herself on an oversized chair at the far end of the long room.
 
“Now then,” she began, turning her full attention to Court and I.  “Why have you two come to the Spine?”
 
Court kept her mouth shut and looked to me.
 
“I guess you could say I came to help you,” I replied after some thought.
 
Lastra’s faded red eyebrows rose.  “Did you now?” she asked with a smirk.
 
“I’m a player, as your scout told you,” I explained.  “I won’t lie, my initial impulse was to leave the area once I got Taggit home; but circumstances have changed.”
 
Lastra just looked at me impassively, so I continued.
 
“This land is the homeland of one of my wives.  Her people were attacked nearly fifty years ago, but I’m hoping that some remain.  If they do, I won’t let my in-laws suffer, if there’s anything I can do about it.”
 
“I see,” she chuckled.  “Is there a way for you to bring this wife of yours to see me?”
 
“Gill?” I asked, leaving the answer up to her.
 
Gill appeared beside me and executed a shallow bow to the kitsune matriarch, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Chief Lastra.”
 
Lastra clapped her hands together in delight.  “Oh, good,” she said with a wide smile.  “I assume you are some long-lost daughter of the Blackpaw Pack.”
 
“Indeed, Chief,” Gill said, though her face was full of apprehension.  “Can you tell me what became of my pack fifty years ago?  I died during an attack by a necromancer, and Taggit says my pack is gone.”
 
Lastra’s face fell with sorrow.  “Yes,” she confirmed.  “The timeline matches.  Most of your pack was destroyed that day, though some remnants remain scattered amongst the other tribes.  You were killed by an Earth Human player by the name of Scott.  He’s become a powerful necromancer.”
 
“You mean he’s still alive and lives near here?” Gill demanded, a feral growl rising in her throat.
 
“He is, and he does,” the aged Chief replied with a deep scowl.  “He now goes by Scott the Triumphant, Emperor of Torm.”
 




Chapter 8 - Visitors

Gill vanished into my mind shortly after hearing her killer not only still drew breath, but also had become the ruler of a nation that appeared to be trying to oppress her entire homeland.  I felt the jagged edge of her anger as it shot through the boiling clouds of resentment that now composed her emotional bond.
“We’ll get him,” I assured her, causing tendrils of gratitude and hope to shoot through her dark mood like shooting stars on a stormy night.
 
“He is far beyond us,” Skryvonna cautioned.  “I know you like to play the good knight, but you’ll get us all killed if you seek revenge for her.”
 
Her words held concern, rather than the typical bite.
 
“Don’t worry,” I thought.  “I’m not going to pound on the city gates and demand a duel or anything.  We’ll figure something out.”
 
I felt my other bonds.  Skryvonna’s aura felt mostly of concern, but Gretch’s aura contained nearly as much sympathetic sadness as Gill’s own.  I knew they were becoming close, but the sheer depth of Gretch’s feelings surprised me.
 
“I’m sorry to cause your wife such distress,” Lastra said, cutting off my internal conversation.
 
I’d noticed that the speed of mental communication allowed me to have entire asides during verbal conversations, and the pauses were hardly noticeable. Still, I chose to give Lastra my undivided attention.
 
“It is distressing… for all of us,” I agreed.  “I appreciate you telling us, all the same.”
 
“How are your people planning on dealing with Torm?” Court interrupted, surprising me.
 
“The usual way, I suspect,” the Chief answered.  “We’ll fortify in our tall towns while the more impulsive young warriors nip at their flanks until they are tired and bleeding.  I wouldn’t be surprised if many of the tribes band together, since this threat is entirely external.”
 
Remembering the orcs, I asked, “Is it common for tribal people to join with invaders?”
 
Chief Lastra regarded me with unwavering milky eyes, apparently waiting for me to elaborate.
 
“There were a pair of orc warriors with the group chasing Taggit.  Fallen Mountain tribe, or something,” I said.
 
“Crumbling Hill,” she corrected absently, apparently deep in thought.  “The simple answer to your question is no.  I wonder what Torm could have offered to persuade those ornery orcs to follow their banner.”
 
“So, they aren’t typically mercenaries?” I asked.
 
“No.  There have been Tormian diplomats prowling around, trying to pay off local leadership to join their cause, but… I assumed we were too smart for their honeyed words and heavy coin purses.  Most tribes have lost people to the slavers that have been emerging from that cursed empire-”
 
She cut off at the sound of shouting from outside. 
 
Sivan, the kitsune druidess, stepped into the door and rapidly padded over.
 
“There’s a column of Tormian troops headed this way,” she said, shooting a dark look at Court and me.  “They’ve led them straight to us.”
 
“They’ve done no such thing,” Chief Lastra snorted in derision.  “They have as much reason to hate Torm as you do.”
 
Sivan’s ears went flat as she angrily hissed, “I doubt that Torm killed his brother and enslaved his sister.” Her voice was laced with contempt.
 
“Do you mind if I share your personal business?” Lastra asked, face grim she completely ignored the pissed-off druidess.
 
“Probably best if you do,” I conceded.
 
Facing Sivan, the Chief continued, “This man’s wife died in the Blackpaw Massacre fifty years ago….”
 
“Not possible!” Sivan snapped.  “He wasn’t even born fifty years ago, especially if he’s a player.”
 
Gill appeared, her nose an inch from the druid’s, her own ears pinned flat, and her face locked in a snarl.
 
“I assure you, it IS possible,” she growled low in her throat.
 
Sivan nearly stumbled to her ass as she backed up from my snarling wife, eyes wide and her face draining of color.
 
“You’re a spirit…” she stammered.
 
“And Andric’s Alpha wife.  I died at Scott’s fucking hands.” Gill seemed to almost relish the name of her adversary as her entire body trembled with rage, the muscles of her neck and shoulders crawling with barely restrained anger.
 
“I… apologize,” Sivan stammered before composing herself and looking Gill in the eye.
 
Gill nodded and vanished.
 
“She could have done that at any time on the way here, couldn’t she?” Sivan asked me.
 
“She’s not the only one,” I answered, getting some petty enjoyment at the look of realization in her eyes. 
 
“I’m not your enemy,” I said as my pick and shield appeared in its ring and on my back, respectively.
 
She slowly nodded. 
 
The doors banged open, and the rest of her party charged through the door.
 
“The prisoner’s weapons….” One male kitsune shouted, though he shut up when he saw me standing calmly, weapons sheathed.
 
“How long before the Tormians arrive?” Lastra asked, getting us back on track.
 
“Within the hour, Chief,” Sivan answered, once again all business.
 
“How many?”
 
“Around three hundred,” Sivan replied.
 
“Well, I doubt they are going to try to take the town with three-hundred soldiers.  I assume we are ready to receive them?” Lastra asked, a grim expression on her wizened face.
 
“Yes, Chief,” Sivan nodded.
 
“Good,” the Chief replied, standing.  “You two are free to wander the town, but try not to be seen by the Tormians.  Come speak with me again once this business is over.  I have a task for you, if you truly wish to help.”
 
The guy that’d been a dick on the way here opened his mouth to object, but Sivan silenced him with a sharp hand gesture.
 
The Chief swept through the room, leaving us behind.  The rest followed her but for the one dickhead, who remained and glared at me meaningfully.  Taking the hint, I strolled out into the afternoon sunlight myself.
 
My watcher hurried to catch up with the departing Chief and her entourage.  As I watched them leave, the cute rakkin girl peeled off and jogged back towards me, perky little tits bouncing and a grin on her face.
 
“Marisha, wasn’t it?” I asked when she halted before me.
 
She wrinkled her nose before replying, “Just call me Mara.”
 
“What can I do for you, Mara?” I asked, unable to suppress a grin at the adorable young woman.  She may be muscular and literally wearing war paint, but she was also mostly naked and wore a contagious grin.
 
Mara’s face fell a bit as she answered, “The Chief told me to take you to see some people.  Your… wife’s people?”
 
“There are Blackpaw Tribesmen here?” I asked, surprised.
 
“I wouldn’t bring up the tribe’s name,” she advised somberly, “That tribe no longer exists….”
 
“It will exist again,” Gill thought quietly.
 
“I’ll help,” Gretch agreed.
 
“Lead the way,” I invited Mara with a forced smile.
 
She nodded and set off down a side path along the perimeter of the butte’s rim.  I marveled at how flat the surface was.  I’m no geologist, but I highly doubted that massive rock formations like this had virtually flat tops back home.
 
“You should see if they have a bind point,” Tic advised.  “Also, depending on their situation, you may want to take the gnolls to meet with Ceria.”
 
“My tribe will not be rebuilt in a dungeon,” Gill snapped.
 
“I meant no offense, my lovely Alpha gnoll,” Tic said hastily.  “They would give up much, but they would  become immortal in return.  There are far worse lives than that of a dungeon monster.”
 
So much about Tic’s statement struck me as odd, but the term dungeon monster bothered me the most.  None of the denizens of the dungeon struck me as particularly monstrous.  I just thought of them as different races of humans.
 
“You are adorable at times, Andric,” Skryvonna chided me.  “Did you think the owlbears in the forest were monsters?” She asked.
 
“Yeah,” I answered before pausing to think about it.  “Though, to be fair, I suppose they are more like vicious forest beasts than actual monsters.”
 
“From what I’ve seen, any species or race can be viewed as monstrous.   You would absolutely call my species monsters if you found yourself on the receiving end of the darker side of our culture, but it’s just natural to us… well, them,” Skryvonna thought.
 
“So here, the humans are the monsters?” Gretch asked.
 
“Huh,” I thought, impressed by the profound nature of her question.  “You may be right, sweetie.”
 
“Here we are,” Mara announced, knocking on the door of a longhouse that vaguely reminded me of an Army barracks.
 
A towering gnoll man answered the door.  He didn't seem to need any saving at nearly seven feet tall and rippling with muscles.
 
“Mara,” he greeted with a polite nod of his mohawked head.
 
“Hello, Aein,” Mara replied.   “I’ve brought some guests to meet you.”
 
“Guests?” he grunted, looking over her shoulder at Court and me.  “We don’t like humans much,” he rumbled, sounding more apologetic than menacing.
 
“Is yer Grams here, you great lug?” Mara asked, slightly exasperated.
 
“Grams!” The massive gnoll called over his shoulder.  “Company.  One of them’s human.”
 
An elderly female voice called back, “Well, invite them in.  Don’t be rude to guests.”
 
“Follow me,” he grunted, giving me a stern look before leading us to a cozy but very rustic great room.  An older gnoll woman sat in a rocking chair overlooking a couple of children playing a board game on a low table.
 
“Oh, hello, Mara,” she greeted when we entered the room.  “Please put on a shirt, dear.  There are no enemies to fight here.  Who have you brought with you?”
 
“This is Andric… he’s a player.  He’s… married to a member of your former pack,” Mara haltingly explained, blushing at being called out for being nearly naked.   “Tormian troops are coming.   I’d just as soon remain ready, Grams.”
 
“That’s… quite a lot to take in, young lady,” Gram’s said, eyeing me up and down.  “No one has claimed Blackpaw Pack in quite some time.  And what do you mean there are Tormian troops on the way?”
 
“Three-hundred Tormian soldiers heading to the town.  The Chief isn’t worried.  The rest, I don’t really understand,” Mara said, fidgeting with her fingers as she spoke.
 
“I should go,” Aein spoke up, looking anxiously between me and the door.
 
“Ask what her name is, please, Andric,” Gill murmured.
 
“Go on,” Grans waived the hulking youth towards the door.  “Mara wouldn’t bring someone dangerous here.”
 
Aein hurried out, and Mara crouched beside the children and quietly asked them about their game.
 
When Gran turned her attention back to me, I asked, “Would you give me your name, ma’am?  My wife would like to know.”
 
Gran’s eyes flooded with sudden understanding.
 
“You must be a summoner,” she surmised.  “One of the pack must have been immortalized before the massacre.  Why not just have your wife join us?”
 
“I’m a battlemaster,” I explained.  “My Summons only get a very brief time in the overworld, and Gill has already spent some speaking to the Chief.”
 
“Gill…” the old woman gasped.  “Gill Raventouch?”
 
Gill appeared and hugged the old woman, who squealed like a schoolgirl.
 
“I’ve missed you, Amarra,” My wife murmured into the older woman’s ear before turning her head to me.  “Andric, this is Amarra.  We were close friends before….”
 
“You’re so young,” Amarra declared with a brittle smile, a tear tracking down one wrinkled cheek.
 
“Yes, I’m fortunate to have been summoned by Andric, my husband,” Gill said gently.  “We can’t talk right now.  I don’t have long.  Andric, can Amarra come visit me at home?”
 
“Of course,” I said, wondering why she’d even asked.
 
“I’ll see you soon, Amarra,” Gill said, giving her friend one last squeeze before disappearing.
 
Amarra wiped at her eyes and smiled at me before saying, “Well, I suppose you married into the pack after all.  Gill is an Alpha now, so you could try to reform the pack under the two of you.”
 
A tiny thrill ran through me at the thought of being the Alpha of a mighty pack of gnolls.  In the abstract, it sounded like a great idea, but it didn’t make much sense.
 
“Why haven’t you reformed the pack already?” I asked gently.
 
“Oh, some have tried,” Amarra said dismissively.  “A tribe of crocodilians has taken over our land.  Every decade, some of the younger members of our distant families get together and try to kill enough crocodilians for one of them to become an Alpha.”
 
“You can’t have a pack without the land?” I asked.
 
“Mostly, we can’t have a pack without an Alpha,” she stated with a wry chuckle.  “Many of the tribes have been harboring remnants of our pack since the massacre.  No tribe would ever be willing to house all of us at once, so I suppose the land is also necessary.”
 
“So, your people being separated and unable to pool resources has kept anyone from growing strong enough to become the new Alpha, thereby unable to retake the land?” I asked, trying to clarify the problem in my mind.
 
“Yes, essentially,” the gnoll matron agreed.
 
“I might be able to help,” I said slowly.  I could take Aein, or someone like him, with me and hope they can gather enough power to become an Alpha.  Or, I could take a certain band of morally ambiguous friends on a trip to crocodilian territory and try to win their lands back for them.  Somehow, I didn’t think either option would be as simple as it sounded in my head.
 
“Indeed, it won’t be, my love,” Gill thought, startling me with her new name for me.  She must have felt my surprise through the bond, because she continued.
 
“Oh, just you wait, Master, Lover, Husband… my fucking Alpha,” Gill growled.  “The fact that your first thoughts at hearing my past tribe’s plight are how to rebuild my people….”  She let loose a mewling mental whine.  I’d never heard anything half as full of sexual longing as she imbued in that one sound.  The bond between us flooded me with love and ferocious sexual desire. 
 
“Gods, get me home and fuck me, Master!” Gill demanded.  “Ravish me within an inch of my life. Then, come back and save my Pack.”
 
“Wow,” Tic breathed, obviously impressed by the sheer longing in Gill’s mental voice.  “Um…can I watch?”
 
“I’m joining in,” Gretch announced confidently.
 
Gill practically snarled her response, “If I had enough overworld time, I’d let my Master lock me in the town stocks and pass out invitations to the show right now.  You can do whatever you want.”
 
“I’ll, uh… come back later,” I said to Gran, overwhelmed by the torrent of lust and love crashing into my mind.   “Mara, does this town have a bind point?”
 
“Sure,” she said, jumping up from where she’d been playing with the children.  “It’s in the square.  I’ll show ye.”
 
Leaving the tear-streaked old woman with a bewildered smile on her face, I followed Mara out onto the rock-formed streets.
 
The buzz of private conversations in my head mirrored the quiet roar of voices from the townspeople in the streets.  Where only an occasional person had been visible before, it seemed the entire population was out and rushing about now.
 
Predominately kitsune and rakkin, about half were nearly nude in woad and loincloths.  The other half was reasonably dressed in rough but well-made clothes.  A few people wore armor of some kind, but every person on the plateau was armed. 
 
The sight did an excellent job of splashing ice water on my raging libido.  Enemy soldiers were drawing near.  Chief Lastra hadn’t seemed to think combat was inevitable, but the citizenry sure seemed to.
 
“Hurry up, human,” Mara called with a friendly smirk. 
 
“How do you know it’s me holding you up?” I shot back, snapping out of my ‘people watching’ and glancing over at Court suggestively.
 
The pantherian woman was staring at me, unamused, from where she was clearly waiting for me to get a move on.
 
“Right,” I coughed, speeding my pace to a rapid trot to keep up with the impatient raccoon girl.
 
Some passers-by gave me and Court odd looks, but apparently, being escorted by Mara was enough of a pass that no one tried to hinder our progress.
 
The center of town held the familiar kiosks of a town bind point.  It took me a moment to locate the actual bind point, as it was in the center of a little pond in the middle of the square.  Streams ran off from either side of the pond, and a small stone bridge crossed over to the actual binding glyph.
 
I walked over and tagged it but restrained myself from rushing home to comply with Gill’s wishes.  As much as I wanted to be properly thanked by my wife, I wasn’t going to bail right before the Tormian soldiers arrived.  The Chief had warned me to stay out of sight, but I wasn’t going to run.  If a fight broke out, I’d be there to participate.
 
“Thanks, Mara,” I said.  “You heading back to your group?”
 
“Yep,” She said, “I need to hurry too.  The Tormians must almost be here by now.”
 
“I’m coming,” I announced.  “Lead the way.”
 
“Keep up,” she tossed over her shoulder, before scampering off through the crowd. 
 
I expected to lose her, but I hadn’t considered my enhanced body.  Seeing that I was keeping pace, she grinned and sped up.  Soon, we were streaking through the town, dodging people and leaping over obstructions like a couple of drunken superheroes. 
 
She effortlessly leapt over an entire vendor’s cart, and I doggedly followed, jumping much higher than required but still sticking the landing.  I caught a giggle and a swipe of banded tail as she disappeared around a corner.
 
Enjoying myself now, I sprinted to catch up. 
 
I nearly bowled her over when she slowed to a dignified walk at the edge of the buildings.
 
“Not bad,” she smirked as we stepped from the buildings.
 
A crowd of people had formed into loose ranks overlooking the rim of the butte.
 
Walking up to an open spot, I surveyed the close ranks of Tormian troops.  “I wonder if he’s copying Roman tactics or if Torm already operated like that?” I idly speculated. 
 
Two large blocks of infantry were trailed by a block of calvary, and behind them was a group of orcs and some beast-kin with massive reptilian tails that I couldn’t identify from a distance.
 
Including the barbarian auxiliary troops, I’d put them closer to five hundred than three.  Glancing around, I tried to estimate how many fighters we had.  Being in the middle of them made troop estimation difficult, but I’d guess around five-hundred if you included the townsfolk not wearing woad.  I thought of them as levees, more or less, but I assumed they would have abilities that made them a good deal more dangerous than your typical medieval conscript.
 
More importantly, we held the extreme high ground.  I had no idea how I’d even begin to assault this butte without access to aircraft and artillery, were I in the Tormian commander’s boots.
 
The small army stopped some distance away, and two figures on horseback pushed through the infantry, the larger of the two bearing a white flag.
 
Several tribesmen jumped up and escorted the pair to the magic elevator platform when they got close enough.  As the contraption began pulling the visitors up, I ensured I couldn’t be seen from the landing platform.
 
The elevator arrived with an audible click due to the surrounding crowd being dead silent.
 
“Greetings, Tormian,” I heard the Chief say.
 
“How’s it goin’ ol’ fox-lady?” a coarse female voice responded. 
 
I chanced a peek over the shoulder of the burly kitsune man I was using for cover and saw the speaker was a human woman.  Pretty, but with the sunken eyes and hollowed cheeks of a career alcoholic, despite being physically fit. 
 
A truly massive man sporting a pair of bull horns and hooves stood beside her.  He gripped a long spear bearing a white standard emblazoned with a golden vulture in one meaty fist.
 
“Scott the Triumphant, the Emperor of Torm sends his greetings to his people,” she continued, sounding bored.   “We welcome you to the empire and assure you that the taxes will not be unbearable.  If you decide to resist this invitation, we will contain you to your butte and take half your population into slavery when reinforcements arrive in a week.  Long live the emperor.”
 
The crowd gasped and grumbled around me, though Chief Lastra merely stared coldly at the woman.
 
“We decline your generous offer,” Lastra said after several tense moments.
 
“Very well,” the empire’s representative said as if it didn’t matter either way to her.  She motioned to her bovine companion, and they both stepped off the platform.
 
Several people rushed to the edge and peered down.
 
“They’re floating down,” A kitsune man grumbled loudly.
 
I kept my eyes on the Chief.  Her shoulders slumped momentarily, but she straightened herself and motioned for several people to gather around her. 
 
“I should have asked for more money,” Court growled at my side.
 
I chuckled, drawing glares from nearby tribesmen.
 
“I’m not planning on diving off the butte and liberating the town singlehandedly,” I assured her.
 
“What are you planning?” She asked. 
 
“This scenario actually played out before in my world’s history.  The big scary empire surrounded a tribal fortress and laid siege.  All we have to do is rally a different tribe and attack them in the rear.”
 
“So, this empire’s army was defeated?” Court asked.
 
“Well, no.  They fought on two fronts and defeated both tribal armies,” I admitted with a sigh.  “It doesn’t mean the tactic isn’t sound.  We just need a better army.”
 
Court’s pupils constricted in displeasure as her black tail lashed around behind her.
 
She opened her mouth to reply, but Mara bounded up and interrupted her.  I very much approved of the use of body paint in the place of conventional armor.  In a purely aesthetic sense, mind you.  I had no idea how effective it was at protecting the wearer.
 
“The chief wants you,” She announced. 

 
“Lead the way,” I said with a smirk. 
 
Mara grinned knowingly in return, and I detected a bit more sway in her athletic hips as she turned to lead me to the Chief.  I could clearly see where the crone was, and Mara knew it.
 
“Are you going to take her too?” Gretch asked eagerly.
 
“Not planning on it,” I mentally chuckled at my lusty goblin.  “Just admiring.”
 
“She certainly doesn’t seem to mind,” Skryvonna put in bitterly.
 
I felt a bit guilty at checking out the sexy raccoon girl with my wives in my head, but it’s not like I could sneak-glance at the woman since my wives had access to my thoughts.  Better to just admit my appreciation and be done with it.  Besides, only Skryvonna was the least bit judgmental about it, and she seemed to focus her ire on the recipient of my appreciation rather than on me.
 
A couple of rakkin made way for me as I approached the Chief.  She acknowledged me with a raised hand while she continued a conversation with a pair of slender kitsune with black ears and tails.  I waited out of earshot until she finished her instructions and looked my way.
 
“I admit, I didn’t foresee this when we spoke earlier,” she sighed as I approached.  “I’d intended for you to find the staging camp for their slaves, but now I have more pressing needs, player.  You’re the only one who can easily escape this siege.  If you’re willing, I’d like you to deliver messages to allied tribes pleading for help.”
 
Screaming broke out below, and we all ran to see what the commotion was about.  Before I even reached the rim, the elevator unspooled and crashed to the ground.
 
The Tormian column was spreading out, attempting to rush into formations.  Mages in the ranks unleashed spells into the defensive positions around the base of the butte.
 
“I’d hoped they would wait peacefully,” Lastra muttered before raising her hands and beginning a complex incantation. 
 
Streaks of blue fire began swirling about her body, causing everyone nearby to back up cautiously.  A virtual inferno of blue fire swirled around the woman in moments.  Three spectral blue tails joined the three mundane ones above her backside.
 
Shouting the last words of her spell, she flung her arms forward, and the column split into hundreds of fiery lances as it hurled towards the still shifting column of soldiers.
 
“Ready!” Someone roared from nearby. I looked over to see a motley crew of archers had formed up and had bows fully drawn at the command. 
 
“Loose!” Many mundane projectiles joined the fiery blue missiles and sped towards the maneuvering army.
 
Just as the magical blue missiles began impacting in blue explosions similar to 40mm grenade detonations, many airborne arrows flared into their own magical effects.  Fire, poison, lightning, and frost lit up the flight of arrows before it dived into the raised shields of the invaders.
 
“Ready!” the unseen conductor of death roared again.
 
Sivan appeared at Lastra’s side and helped her sink to a knee. 
 
“Get them up before it’s too late,” Lastra ordered milky orbs now alight with blue flame. 
 
Sivan nodded and barked at her squad to join her.
 
“I’ll help,” I called, feeling compelled to act and wishing I had a damn M4. 
 
There was a roar from below, and I glanced in time to see ranks of Tormian soldiers launching throwing spears at an impossible range.  Impossible if it weren’t for magic.  The full volley lit with green fire and pelted into the defensive positions around the base of the butte.
 
“No,” Lastra growled at me.  “Your ability to leave is too valuable.  If you want to help, go now.  Take this scroll,” she demanded, withdrawing an oiled scroll case from her belt and thrusting it at me. 
 
I nodded and snatched the scroll case from her, turning to leave.
 
“Wait!” Sivan called.  “Take Marisha to vouch for you.  Keep her safe, human.”
 
The young druidess flashed dangerous looks at Court and I, before calling to her squad and flinging herself over the edge.  Vines shot from her hand, and she rappelled down the cliff like fucking Spider-Man.  Her team followed close behind, using mundane ropes and incredible agility.
 
“Guess I’m with you,” Mara nearly yelled to be heard from right beside me.  Her muscles visibly trembled with the desire to join her squad, rappelling down the cliff into battle.
 
Gods damn, but that kind of loyalty was an admirable trait in a woman, I thought.
 
“Indeed, it is,” Gill answered, not-so-subtly reminding me that I had my fair share of ride-or-die women.
 
Mildly chagrined, I asked Mara, “You ready?”
 
On her nod, I teleported us all to my home.
 




Chapter 9 – A New Monster

Mara gasped when we first appeared in my portal room but managed to compose herself when my wives and Tic appeared around her.  I found this particularly impressive since most people reacted with fear and apprehension upon meeting Skryvonna and Tic.
 
“Sorry about that,” I chuckled.  “These are my wives, Gill, Gretch, and Skryvonna,” I said, pointing to each in turn.  “And my most recent Summon, Tic.”
 
“I’d like to become a wife,” Tic volunteered. 
 
“You’re too small, and you still haven’t told me why,” I admonished, shaking an accusatory finger up at her.              
 
“That’s, um… quite a group yah have,” Mara said.  “I thought humans usually only had the one wife.”
 
“Usually,” I shrugged. “I suspect they mostly marry other humans as well?”
 
Mara looked at me oddly, and I realized I was asking about my own race as if I wasn’t well...human. To be fair, I’d killed the only humans I’d met since coming here.
 
After my wives exchanged greetings with varying degrees of warmth, Gill said, “Let me introduce you to the others.  I’m afraid I need to steal my husband for a bit, and I think most of the rest are coming with me.”
 
Gretch and Tic instantly disappeared. 
 
“I’ll take care of her,” Court said with a knowing grin.  “Try not to take too long.  Suddenly, there are a lot of people depending on us.”
 
Turning to the rakkin girl, Court said, “I’ll get you some food.  We also have really nice baths, but I don’t know if you’d want to use them,” she said, gesturing to the woad paint.  The two beast-kin continued talking quietly as they left the room.
 
Skryvonna glided up to me and captured my jaws with her hands.  Without speaking, she pulled my face down and kissed me softly on the lips.
 
“Have fun,” she whispered, licking my earlobe before walking out the door.
 
Everyone watched in astonishment as the normally stoic drider practically glided from the room.
 
Gretch popped back out and asked, “Is she… okay?”
 
“We’ve come to an understanding,” Gill said with a gentle smile, her hand snaking out to take mine. 
 
“Great!” Tic exclaimed.  “Maybe she won’t be such a massive bitch all the time now.”
 
Though it pained me, I said, “We really don’t have time, sweetie,” catching Gill’s waist with my other arm and crushing her to me.”
 
She groaned and ground her ass against my crotch.  “I knew you were going to say that.”
 
“You know it’s true,” I grumbled, no happier than her about it.  I couldn’t resist sliding my hands up the silk on her tight stomach to firmly grip her breasts.  Indulging just a little, I bit the spot where her neck met her shoulders and rubbed my suddenly erect member between her ass cheeks. 
 
“We have a lot to do, and people are dying,” I growled, tearing myself away from her welcoming body.
 
Tic materialized, apparently having only jumped back into my head to see the fun that was no longer on the menu.
 
“You might want to try sleeping with some of the others if they’re willing,” she said, not looking me in the eye.
 
“Why would I do that?” I asked.  Not that any of the women in my household didn’t provide sufficient incentive on looks alone.  I was spread thin to just spend quality time with my wives, as it was, though.  It wasn’t like my every fantasy hadn’t already come true in the last few days.  Adding more just seemed… unnecessary.
 
Tic flapped down before me and met my eyes.  Her faintly luminescent red orbs bore into mine.
 
“Andric, there’s a good reason for my suggestion, but I.  Can’t.  Tell.  You.  Why.” She punctuated the last few words with soft taps on my nose from her spaded tail.
 
Gill snuggled into my side and purred, “I bet you can claim them as Summons or something.”
 
Tic nodded her head, eyes wide while saying, “I’m not allowed to tell you about class mechanics.  I’d never confirm a wild guess like that.”
 
Gill chuckled huskily and licked my throat.
 
“Which one would you like, Master,” she cooed.  “I’ll be jealous, but I’ll go get them ready for you.   Any of them would have you… except maybe Court.  Don’t know about the new girl, Mara either, but I could ask….”
 
Hard as titanium at the thought of Gill recruiting women for my bed, I shook my head to clear it and gently extracted myself from Gill. 
 
“I need to trade in those wands and check quests,” I said, struggling to get my brain functional again.  “We need to get reinforcements for the Kitsune as soon as possible.  I’ll take your suggestion, uh… under consideration, Tic.”
 
Gretch popped out to join the verbal conversation.
 
“I vote for Ceria,” she announced.  “She already said I can join in.”
 
That made me laugh and brought my thoughts back into focus.
 
“I do need to ask Ceria something,” I said.  “Can one of you run and get her?”
 
“I will,” Gretch eagerly volunteered, starting for the door.
 
“Gretch,” I warned, stopping her before she could get out the door.  “I’m not asking her for sex or anything like that.”
 
“Oh,” Gretch said, her face falling.  “I’ll go get her anyway, I guess.”  She continued on her way at a much more reasonable pace.
 
Picking the three identical red wooden rods off the pedestal where I’d left them, I moved over to the auction kiosk and dropped into the seat.
 
Hearing footsteps, I glanced over, expecting to see Ceria, but Skryvonna entered the huge room, minus Mara.
 
“I’m glad to see you can restrain yourself when it’s important,” she observed dryly.  “Since you’re already here, I would like you to purchase me a weapon, now that I can materialize in the mortal plane again.”
 
I blinked, trying to process whether or not the nexus was in the mortal plane, but put the question aside for the time being. 
 
“Sure, I’ll get up,” I said.  “Just let me know when you’re ready, and I’ll approve it.”
 
“No need,” she said, holding out a hand, palm down to prevent me from rising.  Approaching me with a deliberate stride, she smoothly perched in my lap, wrapping her smooth tail around the back of my neck.
 
My breath hitched at the thought of that venomous stinger so close to my head, but I relaxed as Skryvonna allowed herself to sink into my lap, her back resting against my chest.
 
“Good boy,” she said contentedly, as she reached out and began thumbing through the auction menus. 
 
My mind had just begun drifting to how nice she felt in my lap, when she said, “This one here, please.”
 
Glancing up, I checked her purchase.
 
Hexaxe War Scythe
 
Damage – Piercing, Slashing
 
Durability – 26
 
This weapon has chambers and mechanisms that allow the wielder to install various poisons, acids, and other reagents. 
 
This weapon is unwieldy.
 
This weapon is cumbersome.
 
This weapon requires the wielder to know how to operate its various functions to be wielded effectively.
 
This weapon is intricately decorated.
 
Buyout: 3 gold.
 
I let out a low whistle at the price and the picture of the wicked-looking black scythe on the monitor.  It did indeed look cumbersome to use in battle, but it was obviously the product of a master craftsman.
 
I pulled the gold from my pouch, set it on the dais beside me, and hit the buyout button.
 
“You didn’t have to butter me up by sitting on my lap,” I laughed.  “I’d have gotten it for you, regardless.”
 
Skryvonna twisted to face me, her four eyes narrowed.
 
“Kiss me,” she demanded.
 
Not having to be told twice, I leaned in and kissed her delicate, thin lips.  Her hands snaked under my arms, and she wiggled her ass deeper into my crotch as our kiss deepened.
 
She caught my lower lip between her teeth and bit down… hard.
 
I went to jerk away, but she didn’t release my lip until I became utterly still.  
 
Standing up, she smoothly hoisted the glittering black scythe from the dais.
 
“I sat in your lap because I wanted to,” she said, in full ice princess mode again.  “I already knew you would buy the damn scythe.” 
 
After a moment of mutual silence, her face softened a fraction, and she said, “Thank you, I’m going to go train.”
 
She walked from the room without another word, massive scythe looking preposterously large in her slender hands.
 
I breathed out a great sigh as I watched her go.
 
“Serves you right,” Gill chuckled wryly.  “None of us see sharing our affections with you as transactional.”
 
“I guess I’m not quite used to her showing any kind of affection,” I said, feeling truly like an asshole now that Gill pointed out how my quip sounded.  “I’ll  talk to her about it.”
 
“Don’t,” Gill advised.  “Just don’t make the same mistake again.
 
“I love you,” I said, happy that she was firmly in my corner, no matter what.  It took me a second for my own words to dawn on me.  Looking up, I saw that Gill’s eyes were shimmering with unshed tears, and she had a dopey smile on her face.
 
Standing up, I gently kissed her and repeated, “I love you, Gill.”
 
“I love you, too,” she gasped, fumbling in her attempt to kiss me.
 
“You called, Andric?” Ceria’s voice came from the door.
 
Gill’s eyes went wide, and she fled to my mind.  Her emotions were so chaotic, I just channeled comfort and love in her direction rather than trying to untangle her feelings.
 
“Yeah, Ceria,” I answered, still distracted.  Apparently, I would make all my wives unhappy today, and I hadn’t even been home ten minutes.
 
“I’m not unhappy, you big dumb dummy,” Gill admonished, her emotional ball throwing coils of happiness around my conscious.
 
“Oh,” I thought, thoroughly confused now.
 
“Deal with Ceria, husband,” Gill instructed, amusement in her tone.
 
“You want one of these?” I asked, waving a wand in the kobold’s general direction.
 
“I can’t use it,” Ceria said carefully.
 
“Oh,” I said, frowning at the thing.  “I thought only kobolds could use it?”
 
“Only kobold shamans can use it,” Ceria clarified.
 
“Right,” I said.  “Okay, selling them all then.”
 
“I see why you weren’t upset to get items you couldn’t use now,” Ceria observed as I turned the wands into 12 soul gems.
 
“Yep,” I said happily.  “Um, you’re going to tell the dungeon everything you see, aren’t you?” I asked, just then realizing I could lose a lot of bargaining leverage if the dungeon knew my motivations.
 
“It won’t matter,” Ceria said.  “The dungeon doesn’t think like you or me.  It doesn’t care what you do out here.  It is only interested in the outside world as far as what it can bring.”
 
I nodded slowly, wondering how a sapient dungeon would see the world.
 
“Do you need anything, since I’ve got you here?” I asked, waving towards the auction kiosk.
 
Ceria looked down at her semi-transparent white robe.
 
“Clothes?” she asked.
 
I chuckled and stood, gesturing her towards the seat. 
 
Gill materialized, entirely composed now.  “I’ll help her, Master.”  She flashed a teasing smile at the title, before turning to help Ceria pick out clothes.
 
Walking two steps to the adjoining light slate, I pulled up my quest log.
 
Elyria walked in with a smile and a platter of food and drinks before I could open it.
 
“Welcome home, Sir,” the bunny girl said with a dexterous curtsy.  Setting the tray on a nearby table, she asked, “Is there anything else I can get for you?”
 
“No thanks,” I replied, stroking one of her long silky ears, causing her to blush furiously.
 
Damn it, I really had to stop doing that.  Her ears were just so… pettable though.
 
“Let me know if there is anything else I can do for you, Sir,” she purred when I turned back to the light slate, sandwich in hand.
 
“Why don’t you take her?” Tic asked from my mind, scaring me half to death.
 
“I didn’t know you were still there,” I said, absently brushing a hand over the amulet hanging from my neck. “You nearly gave me a heart attack.”
 
“You’ll never be unsure once we bond,” Tic laughed.  “I didn’t have anything else to do.”
 
“If we bond,” I thought firmly.  “Will you go get Gretch please?”
 
“You’re worse than me about not answering questions,” Tic accused.
 
“Learned from the best,” I riposted.
 
Tic materialized and shot off.
 
Sighing, I once again opened the quest log.
 
Urgent Quest: Raccoon Return
 
Return the rakkin boy to his village within 32 hrs.
 
You have automatically accepted this quest.
 
You may choose to sell the juvenile rakkin into slavery for alternative rewards.
 
Quest Complete: You have reunited the rakkin boy with his family
 
Rewards: 300 exp
 
5 Silver Rounds
 
Increased reputation with the Fire Tail Kitsune Tribe
 
Quest: Tribal Politics
 
The empire of Torm is attempting to subjugate the barbarian tribes of the Spine’s Edge Steppe
 
You have sided with the Tribal People of Spine’s Edge Steppe
 
Learn the fate of the Fire Tail Kitsune Tribe
 
Quest Complete: 500 exp
 
You have learned that the Fire Tail Kitsune Tribe is under siege
 
Quest: Tribal Politics, Part 2
 
The Fire Tail Kitsune Tribe is under a Tormian siege.
 
The Fire Tail Chief has tasked you with contacting allied tribes and bringing them to her aid.
 
Bonus: You will receive bonuses based on how many tribes come to aid.
 
Bonus Quest: Breaker of Chains
 
The Fire Tail Kitsune Chief mentioned that she wanted to know the location of either the slave route or slave camp maintained by the Tormian empire.
 
Find the slaves’ camp or the slavers’ route and report to the Fire Tail Tribal Chief
 
Bonus: Free or retake tribal slaves
 
Quest: A new Alpha
 
A former Blackpaw Matriarch suggested that you and Gill may remake her old tribe since she is an Alpha.
 
The first step in rebuilding the tribe is securing a place for them to live. 
 
Destroy, buy off, or drive out the Crocodilians that have usurped Blackpaw lands.
 
Total Quest Experience Gained:  800
 
Total Experience: 4,444
 
Soul Gems: 13
 
I’d been hoping for a greater haul, but I supposed the two quests I’d completed were town quests, if you looked at them in game terms.  Well, bringing Taggit home was more of an escort quest, really.
 
“What’s up, Chief?” Gretch asked excitedly. 
 
I smiled at her using my slang as I looked up to find her and Tic entering the room.
 
“Equip for me real fast, you sexy little beast,” I ordered, some excitement bleeding through in my words.
 
Gretch’s ruby eyes widened, and a crooked smile bloomed on her face the moment before she disappeared.
 
“Are you doing what I think you’re doing?” She squealed the second I felt her excited ball of emotions join with my soul.
 
Rather than answer, I rapidly flicked through options on the light slate before me and hit the button to raise my first wife in this world to blue tier.
 
“Holy fucking shit!” Gretch exclaimed as my finger hit the icon.
 
“Yeeeeesssss!” She hissed in my head, as if she were riding out a particularly violent orgasm.
 
“You okay in there, sweetie?” I thought with a chuckle.
 
“Unh-hum,” Gretch affirmed drunkenly.
 
“Well, get out here so we can see you,” I thought, smiling from ear to ear.
 
Gretch appeared before me, causing me to catch my breath.   She’d been beautiful as a goblin, but the creature before me exuded raw sexual energy like nothing I’d ever seen.  Five-and-a-half feet tall now, she was still recognizable as Gretch, but only just. 
 
Her green skin remained the same, but she had graceful white horns sweeping back above her elfin ears.  Her wiry, muscular body had gained enough meat to make her appear just a bit softer.  Though her breasts were still on the smaller side, they were noticeably bulging against the tight constraints of her chest belts. 
 
“Do I look okay?” She asked softly, running slender, black-clawed hands over her supple body.  Her voice had deepened a few octaves and lost its rough quality.
 
“Incredible,” I rasped, noticing her large eyes were now a bright violet, rather than the red I was accustomed to.
 
“Oh shit, I have a fucking tail!” She squealed, as a spaded tail lashed spasmodically from behind her. 
 
I chuckled, relieved my crass goblin wife was still there inside the beautiful creature before me.
 
“I thought she’d become a hobgoblin,” Gill breathed.
 
“You can just change people's races like that?” Ceria demanded, still seated at the kiosk.
 
“Umm… I think I know what she is,” Tic mumbled, looking guilty.
 
“Let’s find out,” I said, turning back to the light slate.  “After that, you are going to explain why you look guilty about it,” I sternly ordered Tic.  “I don’t care what rules are holding you back. You’re coming clean.”
 
“Yes… Boss.” Tic agreed, looking dejected.
 
“Fuck that,” Gretch called, her new spaded tail lashing every direction until she flashed out a hand and caught it.  “If she’s the reason I’m like this now, she’s getting a fucking reward, Chief!  Don’t yell at her.”
 
“Fair enough,” I chuckled.  “I still want to know what’s going on, though.  As long as Tic didn’t hurt you, I’ll let you reward her however you see fit.”
 
Gretch flashed a leer at me, her pupils constricting, and a long purple tongue darted from her mouth to lick her impossibly plump lips.
 
 “Hey, I still have my tusk!” She enthused, completely ruining the sex kitten vibe she’d had going.
 
“Grolam’s flaccid cock,” Skryvonna exclaimed from the doorway.   Her eyes were wide as she stared at Gretch.  “Is that you, Gretch?” She asked, showing more emotion than I’d ever seen from her outside the bedroom.
 
Gretch’s violet eyes fixed on the drider standing in the doorway, her new scythe casually slung over one shoulder.
 
“Skryvonna,” Gretch purred, releasing her own tail and stalking forward like a hunting cat.  “You don’t mind if I call you Vonna like Chief does, do you?” She asked, her voice sweet as syrup as she deliberately put one foot in front of the other.
 
“That’s fine,” Skryvonna responded, sounding slightly dazed.
 
“That’s sooo good,” Gretch nearly moaned as she continued forward.  Her impossibly sexy body seemed to gyrate, though she was only taking smooth, deliberate steps.  “I’m sure we are going to be the best of friends, now that you’ve had a good fucking and loosened up a bit, isn’t that right,” she more stated than asked.
 
I expected the typical argument to start, but Skryvonna just stood as if hypnotized, all four of her obsidian eyes focused on the approaching wet dream made manifest.
 
“You’re far too beautiful to be so uptight,” Gretch cooed, reaching out a hand and running a finger down Skryvonna’s cheek.
 
“What the fuck!” Skryvonna suddenly exclaimed, jumping back a pace and unlimbering her weapon.
 
I and everyone else in the room suddenly remembered to breathe.
 
“Awww, don’t be like that,” Gretch whined seductively.
 
“What did you do to me?” Skryvonna demanded, still brandishing the exotic scythe.
 
“I’m pretty sure she’s part succubus now,” Tic explained.
 
“How?” Skryvonna barked.
 
“Gretch, come here before Vonna accidentally chops off your head,” I said, still trying to recover from the absolute haze of lust Gretch cast on the room with her mere presence.
 
“Of course, Chief,” Gretch chirped happily, nearly blurring with the speed with which she flew into my arms.
 
She snuggled into me like a friendly puppy and nuzzled my neck.
 
“It’s nice to be able to reach your face, now,” she sighed, before nibbling my neck, sending thrills of pleasure throughout my body.
 
“I got you, Boss,” Tic said, disappearing.
 
My thoughts snapped into focus as soon as Tic entered my mind.
 
“You might want to recall her also.  I know a little about how succubi work.  I’ll try to help her control her lust aura,” Tic said.
 
“You’ve got some ‘splaining to do, Luci,” I thought, using levity to mask my actual concern and budding anger.
 
“I’ll explain what I think happened, I promise,” Tic assured me.
 
“Gretch, equip up, sweetie,” I whispered into her ear as she continued to suck on my neck.
 
With a nod, she vanished.  Everyone seemed to regain the ability to move once she was gone.
 
“What is she?” Gill asked softly.
 
“Good question,” I said, finally able to check the light slate with my thoughts intact.
 
Name: Gretchen Quicktoe
 
Level:7 (4800 exp until next level)                    Add exp
 
Race: Hob-Succubus Defender
 
Gender: Female
 
Age: 20
 
Strength: 9
 
Agility: 15
 
Endurance: 12
 
Aptitude: 15
 
Intelligence: 11
 
Wisdom: 11
 
Durability: 14
 
Resistance: 16
 
Luck: 4
 
Armor: The Obsidian Eye
 
Category: Epic
 
Armor Type: Shield
 
Effect: +9 to Durability
 
+8 to Resistance
 
  +4 to Wisdom
 
Abilities:  Tar Blast
 
      Gorgon’s Sight
 
       Spectral Defense
 
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.
 
Gorgon’s Sight:  When cast, you can see through your shield as if it were transparent, but others cannot see through the other side.  While looking through the shield, you are immune to all sight-based spells and abilities.  While looking through the shield, you can see in complete darkness.
 
Spectral Defense: You, or the armor’s controlling spirit, can occasionally block blows without having to move your shield to intercept them.
Shocked as much by the stats as by Gretch’s new appearance, I thought, “What the fuck is Epic tier?”
 
“Purple tier,” Tic answered.  “It’s a step below Mythic and a step above Superb.”
 
“Mythic is the highest, right?” I asked.
 
“Technically, there is Godly, or red tier, but I don’t think you’ll have to worry about that any time soon.”
 
Nodding, I summoned my shield.
 
A razor-thin obsidian disk appeared above the back of my left fist.  No straps.  No handle.  It just hovered behind my fist as if attached by magic.  Of course, it’s fucking attached by magic, numb-nuts,” I chastised myself. 
 
“It’s beautiful,” Ceria said with a smile. 
 
“Can I touch it?” Gill asked.
 
“Go ahead,” I said.  “None of the abilities say it’s harmful to touch.”
 
Gill put two fingers near the upper edge and pushed, but the shield didn’t rock back on its axis behind my fist.  In fact, I could hardly feel her pressing against it.
 
“Push harder,” I said, curious.
 
Gill slowly increased the pressure until the muscles of her arm began to bulge.
 
I could definitely feel the pressure now, but not nearly as much as I should.  It wasn’t a struggle to keep my hand still, and my strength wasn’t being buffed at all.
 
“Harder,” I demanded again.
 
My lovely gnoll put the palm of her hand against the shield, and the muscles bunched all the way up to her neck before I had to really struggle to hold my ground.
 
“Okay,” I said, and she let the pressure off.
 
“Try to resist me pushing your hand, now,” I said, getting excited.  Unfortunately, my powerful gnoll wife had no trouble resisting my efforts to push her hand back. 
 
“Must have some kind of property that resists force from the face, but not the rear,” I mused.
 
“Do you like your new shield, Chief?” Gretch drawled in her new, silkier mental voice.  It still sounded like Gretch, just with all the roughness removed.
 
“Yeah, sweetie.  I love it,” I answered. 
 
“Alright, Tic, pop out and spill… where everyone can hear you.” I demanded.
 
Tic materialized, still looking guilty. 
 
“It’ll probably be easier if you check your quest log, boss,” she said.
 
“I just checked it,” I grumbled, opening it anyway since I had a light slate right in front of me.
 
Bonus Quest: Awaking a Monster
 
Quest Completed:
 
Your Summon, Gretch, has fulfilled all the requirements to unlock a secret class.
 
Gretch has seduced another being in service to her Master
 
Gretch has converted to a follower of Apollyon
 
Gretch has achieved a bond of at least level 5 with her Master
 
Rewards:
 
Gretch has skipped the Superb Tier and advanced to Epic Tier
 
Gretch has become a Hob-Succubus
 
Gretch’s armor has become The Obsidian Eye
 
“Who’s Apollyon?” I asked Tic, though I figured I knew the answer.
 
“The Lord of the Abyss,” Tic mumbled, before continuing rapidly.  “Apollyon isn’t bad, though!  She’s the goddess of excess, that’s all.  She just wants everyone to do what makes them happy.”
 
“At the cost of everything else,” Skryvonna chuckled.
 
“And who do you worship?” Tic snapped, her tail lashing in irritation.
 
“That’s not what we’re discussing,” Skryvonna growled.
 
“I’d like to know,” I said, the concept that gods were very, very important in this world hitting me like a ton of bricks.
 
“Grolam,” she muttered.
 
I caught Gill nodding as if she’d expected it, so I looked to her for elaboration.
 
“Death,” Gill answered my unspoken question.  “The Faceless One.”
 
My eyebrows shot up in surprise as I turned back to Skryvonna.
 
“Death is just as necessary as life,” she growled at my look.  “There’s nothing inherently evil about death.”
 
“I’ll have to process that later,” I said with a humorless chuckle before turning to Gill. 
 
“What about you?” I asked my Alpha wife.
 
“Barkus, Lord of Battle and Honor,” she proudly answered.  “Same as the trolls and most dwarves.”
 
“Don’t be so proud that a ‘good’ race worships your deity,” Skryvonna scoffed.  “Their intolerant gods are far more evil than the absolute neutrality of death.”
 
“Yah ever coming out of there?” Mara asked, entering the portal room with Purple at her side.
 
“We’re about to leave,” I said.  There were just some preparations I wanted to make before heading out again.
 
“Awww, I wanted to show you my experiments,” Purple pouted, though she still wore her dimpled grin.
 
“Tonight,” I said.  “If I can find a bind point before bedtime.  “I’ll need to come back tomorrow to get the trolls, and probably Axerager, anyway.”
 
Purple’s grin widened into a broad smile.  “I’ll hold you to that.  It will give some of the rats more time to develop, anyway.  Could I convince you to buy some more reagents before you go?”
 
Laughing with relief at the mundane issues, “Sure, no problem.  I’m sure Ceria’s done getting whatever she needs.” I answered.
 
I walked over and hit the accept button for Ceria’s purchases, grinning at the oversized pile of garments that appeared on the dais.
 
“Dungeon didn’t provide many varieties?” I asked.
 
“Nope,” she said cheekily, scooping up the pile and scampering out of the room.
 
“I’ve got a few more things to do, Purple.  Take your time, and I’ll approve it when I’m done.”
 
“Thanks, Chief,” she said, dimples turned up to maximum as she took the seat Ceria had just vacated.
 
Turning toward Tic, I asked, “So why did you convert Gretch to Appo-whatever.”
 
“Apollyon,” Tic supplied, rolling her eyes.  “I’m kind of a priestess.  It’s my job to convert people.  Besides, Gretch was basically worshipping her already.  Her sex drive would put many a Succubus to shame.  It’s not going to hurt her to change her primary deity.  She still worships Kenloch.  She just identifies more with Apollyon now.”
 
Thinking about it, I decided it didn’t make much difference if Gretch worshipped a god of trickery or one of self-indulgence.  Hell, she’d combined the two tenets in a sublime way to trick Ceria and the dungeon out of another wand. 
 
“Okay, that’s fine,” I said.
 
“Wait, really?” Tic asked.  “You’re not secretly pissed and going to take it out on me later?”
 
“Yep, really,” I replied.  “I’m not in the habit of telling people what gods to worship.  Besides, she unlocked a super cool class because of it.  Now get back in my head, and teach her how to exist without scrambling everyone’s brains to mush, while I level you up.”
 
“Yes, Boss,” Tic said with her signature little twirl before vanishing.
 
Gill walked over and kissed me gently on the lips.
 
“I love you, Andric,” she said simply.
 
“Love you too, babe,” I replied with a smile.
 
She returned my smile with a toothy grin of her own.  “Good,” she said, then vanished.
 
“What happened ta Gretch in the thirty minutes I was gone?” Mara asked, a confused look on her face.
 
“Not much.  I just accidentally turned her into a hob-succubus,” I laughed.
 
“A… what’s that?” Mara asked, bewildered.
 
“I’m sure you’ll find out.  I just hope she learns to control that insane lust aura before you do,” I said.  “Give me just a few minutes, and we’re out.”
 
Mara nodded, wandering over to a free seat.
 
I pulled up Tic’s stats.
 
Name: Ticcandrus Bailfrith
 
Level:5 (2400 exp until next level)                    Add exp
 
Race: Imp Conjurer
 
Gender: Female
 
Age: 643
 
Strength: 2
 
Agility: 6
 
Endurance: 4
 
Aptitude: 10
 
Intelligence: 13
 
Wisdom: 8
 
Durability: 2
 
Resistance: 5
 
Luck: 3
 
Accessory: Balefire Opal Pendant of Conjuring
 
Category: Rare
 
Damage Type: Blunt, Abyssal
 
Effect: +4 to Intelligence
 
  +3 to Aptitude
 
Spell:  Azrael’s Bola
 
Clicking the ‘add exp’ button, my inner greed monster was saddened to see my experience total go down.
 
Name: Ticcandrus Bailfrith
 
Level:6 (4800 exp until next level)                    Add exp
 
Race: Imp Conjurer
 
Gender: Female
 
Age: 643
 
Strength: 2
 
Agility: 6
 
Endurance: 4
 
Aptitude: 11
 
Intelligence: 13
 
Wisdom: 8
 
Durability: 3
 
Resistance: 5
 
Luck: 3
 
Accessory: Balefire Opal Pendant of Conjuring
 
Category: Rare
 
Damage Type: Blunt, Abyssal
 
Effect: +4 to Intelligence
 
  +4 to Aptitude
 
Spell:  Azrael’s Bola
 
Nodding at the much more reasonable changes in Tic’s stats, I pulled up my own character sheet.
 
Name: Andric Graven
 
Effective lvl: 13
 
Race: Human
 
Gender: Male
 
Age: 20
 
Strength: 5 (10)
 
Agility: 4 (13)
 
Endurance: 4 (8)
 
Aptitude: 3 (7)
 
Intelligence: 5 (9)
 
Wisdom: 3 (7)
 
Luck: 4
 
Durability: 2 (15)
 
Resistance: 2 (14)
 
Weapon slots: 1/2
 
Armor slots: 2/2
 
Accessory slots:1/2
I was pleased to note that my level remained the same despite the massive power boost that came from Gretch skipping a tier.  Apparently, Tic’s single level up wasn’t enough to push my effective level up.
 
“Are you going to summon anyone else before we go?” Skryvonna asked, reading over my shoulder.
 
“No,” I answered with a sigh.  “I’m pretty sure if I sleep with any of the others, they can become a Summon.  I’m not going to encourage it, but I’m going to give them the option.  We already know them, and they fit in with the group.  I don’t know if it will cost soul gems, though, so I’m saving the ones I have.”
 
“Oh,” Purple exclaimed, twisting in her seat to flash her dimples at me.
 
“We’ll talk about it later,” I said, holding up a hand to forestall her from speaking.
 
“You may want to buy a knife, then,” Skryvonna observed impassively.
 
My hand shot to my dagger sheath, finding it empty. 
 
“That trash panda stole my fucking knife!”
 
.




Chapter 10 – Out Of the Frying Pan

“I said I’m sorry!” I called to Mara’s retreating back as we reached the ground from the big plateau that housed the bind point.
 
“I wasn’t talking about you personally, just that asshole who stole my knife,” I reiterated for the twentieth time since I’d called her friend a trash panda in her presence.  “Do you even know what a panda is?  They’re adorable!”
 
Mara wasn’t buying it.  I sighed and picked up the pace as she started jogging. 
 
“Court said it too!” I called.
 
“Don’t bring me into this,” Court scoffed dismissively from my side.
 
“Where are we even going?” I asked loudly, closing some of the distance between us.
 
“To a tribe!” she shouted over her shoulder.
 
“Informative,” I muttered.
 
I gave up on communication, and we rapidly covered several miles in silence.  I kept my head on a swivel as I jogged along behind the angry rakkin woman.             
 
“Movement,” Court said, loud enough for Mara to hear us up ahead, but only just.
 
"Where?" I asked, scanning with my eyes but not looking about with my head.
 
“To our right, in that grove of trees,” Court answered, also not looking directly at the location she described.
 
Mara had slowed, allowing us to draw close.
 
“We’re headed to the Farstrider Gremlin Tribe,” she murmured, when we were close enough to talk quietly.  “We’re still over an hour away at a jog.  There could be anything over there.”
 
“I’ll go check it out,” Court declared.  “You two veer wide of the trees.”
 
Before I could object, Court vanished like a puff of smoke.
 
“She can go invisible," I observed dryly to Mara. 
 
Mara nodded, unimpressed, "Let's go.  Hopefully, whoever's in tha trees assumes she's a Summon."
 
Nodding, I followed the rakkin as we swung out from the grove at a much slower pace.  I figured anyone watching us would guess we’d seen them, but it was better than keeping our original course and passing right by the concealing trees.
 
We’d just pulled even with the grove when Court streaked from the dense foliage as if the hounds of hell nipped at her heels.              
 
“Crocs!” She shouted, sprinting towards us.
 
As she shouted the word, a short, humanoid man with a thick tail stepped from the tree line and drew back a javelin to throw. 
 
Thinking fast, I pointed at the wiry, little man and cast Azrael’s Bola. 
 
Eyes going wide, Court dived to the side to avoid the spinning black and purple disk.  The bola wasn’t going to hit her regardless, but it was going to be close.  On the other hand, the javelin would have hit her had she not dodged the incoming bola.
 
The two projectiles passed each other in the air, the javelin burying itself harmlessly in the dirt, but my bola hit the odd lizard man center mass, sending him hurtling back into the brush.
 
Having seen the javelin pass through the spot she'd been, Court didn't criticize me for launching a spell so close to her.
 
“I thought Crocodilians would be bigger…” I commented to Mara as we jogged to meet Court halfway.
 
“They…” She trailed off as a deep warbling roar rose from behind the screen of trees. 
 
A massive green man burst from the wood line, pushing down saplings to make way for his twelve-foot bulk.
 
“…Never stop growing,” Court finished.
 
“Noted,” I said, launching another bola at the massive newcomer.
 
The chains impacted his knee but only wrapped one leg, causing the titanic warrior little inconvenience.
 
“Leave him to me,” Skryvonna thought confidently.
 
“I need new weapons, Chief,” Gretch spoke up for the first time since we’d left the nexus. 
 
“You’ll have them,” I replied, backing slowly as the behemoth charged towards us.
 
Court moved in front of me and took a ready stance with her spear, earning my undying trust and gratitude, but there was no way she was going to be able to protect me from that thing. 
 
I noticed smaller lizard men slinking in the giant’s wake and tapped Court’s shoulder. 
 
“Go for the little ones,” I instructed.  “Skryvonna’s got the big guy.”
 
Court looked like she wanted to argue for a fraction of a second before she nodded sharply and sprinted to the right.
 
I got a good look at the monster bearing down on me.  His earless head bore ridges that I assumed stretched all the way down his back.  Though he wore only untanned hides, his skin looked rough and thick enough to provide more than sufficient armor, in and of itself.
 
Summoning my weapons to hand, I crouched and bellowed a soundless war cry to expel the bowel-loosing fear that ran through me.
 
I caught Mara streaking off to my left, out of the corner of my eye.  I hoped the women could handle the smaller ones until I could deal with the behemoth.
 
When my adversary was less than twenty meters away, I felt my armor dissipate. 
 
The monster suddenly let out a shriek and pitched onto his face, revealing Skryvonna behind him in complete battle form, war scythe twirling in her hands.
 
The creature tried to rise, but Skryvonna neatly hamstrung his leg with her scythe while her tail shot forward, burying the venomous stinger in his lower back.
 
The massive crocodilian roared and swung at her with a gigantic, spiked club, but Skryvonna just vanished before the blow could land.
 
“He should be dead soon,” Skryvonna thought, as I felt the comforting weight of my armor around my torso again.
 
“Don’t count on it,” Tic thought.  “Crocs are extremely resistant to poisons.”
 
Grunting, I jogged forward to remove all doubt.
 
Seeing me coming, the massive croc pushed himself up on one arm and swiped at me with the club in the other hand. 
 
I jumped the strike, sailing six feet into the air before landing on its head, all my strength and weight behind the wicked point of my war pick.
 
Reverberations traveled up my arm as my weapon crunched through the impossibly hard skull of the downed crocodilian.  In that moment of savagery, I took pleasure in the brutal act, but it didn’t last long.
 
At least eight of the creatures remained.  For the moment, they pursued the girls in two groups, none of them focusing on me.
 
I cast Azrael’s Bola in quick succession, targeting Court’s nearest opponent and two of Mara’s, since she seemed to be in more immediate danger of being flanked.
 
Court flicked her spear out, quick as lightning, and skewered the neck of the suddenly entangled, six-foot-tall crocodilian she’d been facing.  
 
Deciding to assist Mara, I sprinted towards her side of the fight.  Two four-foot-tall crocs were harrying her, their speed compensating for their lack of size as they constantly swapped off attack and defense.  As I approached, I noticed that their shields and spears looked precisely like those wielded by the Tormians I’d fought on the plateau.
 
“Can I play with them?” Gretch asked, her question filled with happy bloodlust.
 
“Sure,” I answered, curious what she could do.
 
Gretch appeared crouched on the battlefield, tail lashing, a pair of darts in one hand, and her own Obsidian Eye Shield on her arm.  After a split second of still observation, she exploded into motion.
 
Hurling the darts in her right hand, she rushed behind them, her movements so fast she blurred with speed.  The darts impacted the rearmost croc, causing it to arch its back and scream in pain.
 
Gretch brought the Obsidian Eye around and smoothly decapitated the little monster. 
 
Realizing that Gretch and Mara were more than enough to handle the remaining crocs on this side, I rushed towards Court.  She’d killed one of her opponents but added another from somewhere.  The newcomer, a seven-foot-tall female croc, had Court losing ground while the smaller ones attempted to circle behind.
 
“May I?” Gill asked sweetly.
 
I nodded, halting my charge to watch.  I certainly wasn’t mixing it up unarmed. 
 
Gill appeared directly behind the big croc woman, her mace flashing as she brought it around in a tight arc.  I heard the impact over the sounds of battle as the flanged mace head met the croc’s hard skull.  I guessed a lesser being’s head would have simply exploded, but the croc just sank to the ground, skull intact but very unconscious.
 
Gill lunged for the next in line, mace blasting into its upraised shield so hard its shield arm was thrown wide.  Gill's backswing did pulverize this one’s head. 
 
Seeing the largest members of their party defeated, the remaining crocs tried to flee.  Unfortunately for them, they weren't swift runners.  Even the small, faster ones ran awkwardly. 
 
Court, Mara, and my women pursued and quickly dispatched the fleeing crocs. 
 
I pulled my new dagger, intent on starting the grim business of dispatching the ones I’d snared at the beginning of the fight.  Approaching the first, I saw no fear in its beady eyes.  It snarled and spat at me when I knelt beside it. 
 
I noted with horror that it was a female, under the mud and ratty furs covering her body.
 
“Are you working with the Tormians?” I asked.
 
She lunged against the bola and tried to bite me, gnashing sharp teeth.
 
I slid my dagger between her third and fourth rib with a disappointed sigh.  The weight of killing someone in cold blood fell on my shoulders as I gave the long blade a twist and the crocodilian went into a death spasm.
 
I didn’t have much choice.  I could feel the drain that the multiple bolas were causing in the core of my being.  I could have let her up and had a fair fight, but in war, a fair fight was the last thing you wanted.  Better to just end it quickly.
 
As I knelt, staring down at the corpse I’d just created, Skryvonna hissed, “Behind.”
 
I threw myself over the dead croc and rolled to my feet, as another croc stabbed the place I’d just occupied with its Tormian spear.
 
My shield appeared on my arm, drawing a grim smile from me.
 
“Looks like your buddies are dead,” I told the five-foot-tall croc man.  “Want to surrender?”
 
The croc hissed and rushed me, jumping the body of its dead comrade.   I blocked a couple of thrusts, and tar blast went off, covering the surprised asshole in hot tar. 
 
As it tried to extract itself, I mirrored the move I’d seen Gretch use earlier and swung the shield in a looping overhand strike, intent on decapitating the little asshole. 
 
Rather than cleanly removing its head, my shield struck it above its slitted nose and made a mess as it clove halfway through its head. 
 
I marveled at the ease with which the shield’s rim blasted through the thing’s skull.
 
My war pick appeared in my right hand, so I used the hammer face to scrape the dead croc off my shield.
 
Glancing around, I saw that only Court and Mara remained standing in the field of dead and dying crocs. 
 
A javelin suddenly arched through the air, striking Mara’s thigh.  Rather than go entirely through her leg as I expected, the projectile penetrated about an inch and wobbled in the meat of her thigh.
 
“Fuck!” she shrieked, dropping her sword to clutch at the javelin.
 
I glanced to Court, who nodded and vanished.  Confident she’d deal with the straggler, I rushed to Mara’s side.
 
“I’m going to pull it out,” I announced, wrapping my hands around the shaft.
 
“Wait,” she panted, her eyes scanning the ground.  “Bring me that stick.”
 
Fetching the stick she’d requested, I handed it to her and watched as she placed it between her teeth.  Mara nodded, biting down on the bit of wood. 
 
I pulled a bandage out of my pack before jerking the javelin out with a swift tug.  Mara groaned, her wide brown eyes rolling wildly as the barbs behind the tip of the weapon took chunks of meat from her thigh on the way out.
 
Discarding the javelin, I quickly applied pressure to the wound with my right hand and passed a healing potion to the injured rakkin with my left.
 
She spit the stick out and chugged the potion with a shaky hand.
 
After a moment, she sighed with relief. 
 
I removed the blood-soaked bandage and inspected the wound.  Blood only trickled from the large, shallow puncture as a scab formed over it.  It wouldn’t heal instantly, but it was a damn sight better than morphine and a bandage.
 
Pulling a clean bandage out, I poured water on her leg to clean it.  She hissed but didn’t flinch.
 
Wrapping the wound with the fresh bandage, I scanned around to find Court emerging from the tree line, blood dripping from her spear.
 
“Any left?” I called.
 
“All dead,” she answered, heading over to us.
 
“I’m pretty sure the big female I hit is still alive,” Gill reminded me. 
 
“That was fun,” Gretch commented, sounding lazy and happy.  “Can’t wait to do it again.”
 
“You are a beautiful monster indeed,” I thought wryly.  
 
“I think that one’s still alive,” I said aloud, pointing to the big female. 
 
Remembering I had rope in my bag, I pulled it out and began binding the limbs of the crocodilian woman.  She was the most bestial of the beast-kin that I’d seen.  Her face bore human features but for a slitted nose and absence of ears.  Her tough green skin was scaly and dry to the touch, and a triple row of nodules ran from her head to the tip her tail, in imitation of a real crocodile’s back. 
 
As I carefully wound the rope around her hands and feet, I noticed that her fingers and toes were webbed, and the proportions of her legs weren’t quite right.  No wonder they were slow runners.
 
”You don’t want to face them in the water,” Gill assured me. “They’re incredibly fast swimmers.”
 
Nodding, I finished tying the most elaborate knots I could think of before backing off.
 
“We should probably just kill her,” Court growled.  “What are you going to do with a prisoner?”
 
"Get answers, for starters," I said, thinking about what to do with the croc once she answered my questions.  The smartest thing was undoubtedly to kill her, but the last one had left a bad taste in my mouth.  My nightmares didn't need any more fuel, and I wasn't going to ask someone to get their hands dirty on my behalf.
 
"I don't know.  I'll ask the twins if they want her, I guess," I mused aloud.  I’m sure they’d have use for an aquatic thrall if she’ll behave.
 
“If the trolls don’t want her, I bet Ceria will want her for the dungeon, Chief,” Gretch thought with unsettling relish.
 
“Let’s ask what she’d prefer,” I suggested, squirting a stream of water from my canteen onto the unconscious crocodile woman’s face.
 
She awoke with a gasp, her multi-hued green eyes instantly focusing on me.
 
"Why did you attack us?" I asked, my voice even.
 
“Supposed to keep anyone from getting to the gremlins,” she said, her voice oddly deep. 
 
“Why?” I asked.
 
“How should I know?  The Chief said so.”
 
“Are you working for the Tormians?”
 
“The Tormians are… allies,” she spat, her face twisting in disgust as she spoke the words.
 
“You don’t like them?” I asked.
 
"No one likes those fucking peacocks," she snarled.  I noticed her straining at the ropes binding her arms and raised an eyebrow.
 
She let her shoulders fall in apparent defeat.
 
“Will you kill me quickly?” she asked.
 
"I was considering letting you live," I replied.  "If you answer all my questions, it’ll make it a lot easier.”
 
“Not about my tribe,” she said, her bass voice serious.  “About Tormians… sure.”
 
“What’s going on at the gremlin town?” I asked, purposefully not acknowledging her conditions.
 
“Siege,” she replied shortly. 
 
“Your people are sieging the gremlins?”
 
“Tricksy little fuckers,” she muttered.
 
"Tricksy, how?" I asked, but the croc woman just broke eye contact.
 
“The gremlins are braw scouts and sappers,” Mara volunteered.  “I can’t even kin what kinds of traps they have around their town,” she added with a shudder.
 
“Bad ones,” the croc agreed.
 
“What’s your name?” I asked.
 
Her eyes widened as if this was the most surprising question I’d asked her yet.
 
“Grelda,” the woman rasped.
 
“Uh-oh, her name starts with a G,” Tic joked.  ”Are you going to marry this one too?"
 
Only then did I realize the large woman was built like a muscular porn star under the furs and rough skin.
 
“Uh, no.” I thought.  “Definitely not!”
 
“What’s wrong with her?” Gretch asked innocently, but I felt like I’d fallen into a trap.
 
"Nothing… I just didn't summon her, and she's not part of our group," I replied, gaining confidence as I thought.
 
“Well, Grelda, how many soldiers do you have sieging the gremlins?” I asked, as much to bail out of my internal conversation as because I wanted to know.
 
It looked like she was going to decline to answer for a moment before she grudgingly said, “A little over two hundred, if those fucking traps haven't killed too many.”
 
I stared at Grelda, my eyes unfocused as I thought about what to do.
 
“You’re going to kill me now, aren’t you?” she asked.
 
“Not now,” I muttered, still distracted.
 
She deflated into herself as if I’d confirmed that I was going to kill her.
 
“Torture?” she asked miserably.
 
“What?  No!” I said, pulled from my thoughts. "I can't just set you free, but since you’ve been so helpful, I'll give you a choice.  I think the trolls would be willing to take you as a thrall, or you can become a dungeon monster.”
 
“A slave, or you throw me in a dungeon?” she asked, looking more confused than ever.
 
“No,” I answered with a chuckle.  “I’ll make you an immortal monster in a dungeon.  Well, not me, but I’m fairly sure the dungeon would.”
 
I saw it the moment the meaning behind my words dawned on her.  By the time I finished speaking, she was looking at me as if I’d grown a second head.
 
“My tribe would probably kill me for surviving my mate anyway,” she said, nodding towards the fallen giant.  “I don’t believe you could just turn me into a real dungeon monster.  No one can communicate with dungeons.”
 
"Well," I said, climbing to my feet.  "The dungeon will extinguish you like a candle’s flame if I ask it to.  Think carefully.  Is there anything else you can tell me about the troops sieging the gremlins?”
 
Grelda’s eyes bulged as she saw her chance at immortality, regardless of how farfetched in her mind, slipping through her fingers.  Of course, I didn’t have that kind of sway with the dungeon, but she didn’t know that.
 
“There’s between sixty and one-hundred of my tribe and a like number of orcs.  There are also around a score Tormian troops leading the siege.  We don’t like the orcs, and they don’t like us, but the humans have the Chief’s children and something on the orcs.  They are the only thing keeping us from each other’s throats. “
 
“That’s very helpful, Grelda,” I said, rubbing my hands together at this information.  “One last question.  Did your tribe take over the Blackpaw Pack’s territory?”
 
Grelda looked confused before slowly nodding, “I think so, but that was way before my time.”
 
Gill's fierce growl reverberated in my mind.  "Please, Master," She begged, “Let me kill her.”
 
"I promise to let you kill lots of crocs, Gill, but not this one," I thought, projecting compassion through the bond.  “I have to keep my word as long as she keeps hers.”
 
“We should check to see if she’s lying before we give her to the dungeon,” Gill growled.
 
“It is a good point, Alpha wife,” Skryvonna thought, shocking me to my core on so many levels.  "We have nowhere to keep her, though.  I am afraid we either have to kill her or take her straight to the dungeon."
 
I turned to Court and asked, “If I wasn’t around to slow you down, do you think you could get to the gremlin’s town and back without being seen?”
 
"Easily," she replied without hesitation.
 
I nodded as I thought it through. 
 
“I’m going to get us some reinforcements in the morning,” I said.  "I'd like to get a look at the terrain first, but we can't haul a prisoner around with us."
 
“I’ll go with her,” Mara volunteered.
 
“No,” Court disagreed.  “It’ll be much easier if I’m alone.”
 
“Either way, I’m going to stay in the nexus and train tonight,” I said, glancing up at the sky.  “It won’t do much good for me to leave and come back on the plateau tonight.  By the time I make it back here, you’ll be long gone.  I can give you a key to get back to the nexus at any time, as long as you aren’t in combat. “
 
“That works,” Court said, holding her hand out.
 
I worked my light slate until a round disk materialized on the surface and handed it over to Court.
 
“I hope you’re not just going to train,” Gretch cooed from my mind.
 
“Of course not, first wife,” I thought with a smile.  "We have to try out your new abilities."
 
Mara called Court aside and began drawing a map in the dirt as they discussed potential patrol routes and dangerous locations.
 
I felt terrible about asking Court to undertake this mission alone, but this was war, and Court was my only recon unit.  She seemed more than confident she could get the job done.
 
“Um…” Grelda interrupted my thoughts, “I can’t walk anywhere like this.  I doubt you want to carry me…”
 
I smirked at her blatant attempt to get her legs free.
 
“Don’t worry,” I told her, “You don’t have to walk to get where we’re going.”
 
Her eyes bulged again, but I didn't bother explaining.  She probably took that to mean that I intended to kill her, but she would see soon enough.  I needed to invest in some thrall contracts to make taking POWs easier, if for no other reason.
 
Court stood from their little pow-wow and turned to leave.
 
"Court," I called, stopping her.  "If it looks too dangerous, just pop the key and come back.  The information isn't worth losing you over."
 
Her gaze softened for a fraction of a second before falling back into its familiar neutral state. 
 
“I don’t plan on dying,” she said flatly before vanishing from sight.  I couldn’t even detect disturbances in the grass, but I assumed she’d headed out.
 
“Ready?” I asked Mara as she walked back to my side.
 
She nodded but looked worried.  “I wanted to contact the gremlins first, because they can travel the land quickly and contact the other tribes.  Are you planning to lift the siege on them before moving to another tribe?  That bitch of a Tormian officer said Tormian reinforcements would be at Firetail Butte in a week.”
 
“It depends,” I said.  “If they are sieging every town in the region, then it won’t make much of a difference.   We could spend the entire week going from sieged town to sieged town.  How well do these gremlins fight?”
 
“They aren’t much in melee,” Mara admitted, “but they are dangerous with their poisoned crossbows and traps.  Best sappers in the land.  I’m sure the sieging army is less comfortable than the besieged.”
 
“If we can liberate them, do you think they’d be willing to scout out the other tribes?” I asked.
 
“I don’t see how you are going ta take on two hundred troops, regardless of how many wives yah can summon," she said quietly.
 
“Not alone,” I agreed.  “If the gremlins are causing havoc, all we have to do is take out the humans, and the orcs and crocs should begin killing each other… right?" I looked over my shoulder and addressed Grelda.
 
“It’s likely,” the miserable crocodilian woman admitted.
 
“Good,” I nodded at the confirmation my budding plan was viable.  “Let’s get her to the dungeon.”
 
I ported us all to my nexus, and my wives immediately surrounded Grelda, weapons bristling.  If she’d been concerned before, the big crocodilian was positively terrified now.
 
"I see," she murmured, closing her eyes in defeat.  “You aren’t going to kill me yourself, but let your women do it for you.”
 
"Not at all," I said grinning, truly happy I didn’t have to kill the woman.
 
"Tic, would you grab Ceria for me, please?" I asked.
 
“Sure thing, Boss,” Tic said, nearly convincing me that she meant the title.
 
Gretch and Skryvonna were wary, their weapons drawn, but Gill was positively trembling with restrained rage at the croc, whose people had usurped her people's territory.
 
“It’s ok,” I murmured, rubbing Gill’s lower back.  “She probably wasn’t even born back then.”
 
Gill’s eyes lost none of their fire.  “It doesn’t matter,” she spat.  “Her people helped take down mine.  Our tribes will be at blood feud forever.”
 
Slightly taken aback at the vitriol in her voice, I shut my mouth and hoped Ceria would hurry.
 
Ceria bustled into the room mere seconds later, earning my gratitude.  She hurried up to Grelda, apparently having been informed of the situation.
 
“I can probably get you a lesser magic item for this single person,” she informed me, without preamble.
 
“That’s fine,” I said.  “I really just don’t have anywhere to store prisoners.  Life in your dungeon isn’t bad, is it?”
 
"Not at all," she told me with a gentle smile, apparently picking up on my guilt.
 
“Alright,” I said with a sigh, tapping icons and bringing us to the Dungeon of Kobold Delight.
 
A mixed group of four goblin and kobold warriors snapped to attention at our appearance in the antechamber, Grelda still bound at our feet.
 
“Get those bindings off her legs,” Ceria snapped to the guards. 
 
They hurried to comply while Ceria stared into space, her long, pointed ears twitching.
 
“Bring her to the female kobold barracks,” Ceria ordered, pointing a finger at Grelda.
 
“There will be someone there to show you to the baths and get you fed," Ceria explained before the guards led Grelda away.  “The Dungeon of Kobold Delight welcomes you.”
 
Grelda offered me a wan but toothy smile as the guards respectfully led her down a tunnel.
 
"Thanks, Ceria," I breathed, glad to have that dealt with.  I couldn't run back to the dungeon every time I got a single captive, but I was glad I didn't have to kill this one.  Thinking about it, I could have probably spared the one I'd executed on the battlefield as well.  Best not to dwell on it.
 
“You didn’t even ask what I got you for her,” Ceria said with a satisfied grin.
 
"What did you get?" I asked, playing along for her sake.
 
“Three soul gems,” the kobold said, extending her hand palm up. 
 
Three glittering diamonds sat in her palm, each the size of a small grape.
 
“I’ve never actually seen one…” I breathed, picking one up between my thumb and forefinger to hold it before my eyes.  Different colors rippled across the surface of the luminous stone.  It didn’t look like a diamond at all, now that I’d gotten a closer look.  It didn’t look like any stone I’d ever seen on Earth.
 
"The dungeon is happy to trade directly in soul gems from now on.  It cuts out the inconvenience of having to trade items on auction," Ceria declared with a satisfied grin.
 
“Tell it I said thanks,” I breathed, still enraptured by the soul gem in my hand. 
 
"Of course," Ceria said. 
 
“Well, back home for the night, I suppose,” I said, pocketing the soul gems and trying to convey happiness for the benefit of my Summons.
 




Chapter 11 – Bonding

I threw myself onto a couch when I returned home.  The entire interaction with the crocodilians bothered me, from killing a defenseless captive to trading Grelda for soul gems.  Not that I’d do anything differently if I had to do it again, but there were consequences for making the hard choices.
 
Gretch appeared in my lap in all her sensual glory.  She slithered around until as much of her body touched mine as possible.
 
“I bet the next time you see that big lizard, she gets down on her knees to thank you,” she purred in my ear.  “She was dead no matter what you did, and you saved her.  Not only that, but you gave her a fresh start as an immortal.”
 
I let myself relax and met Gretch’s new violet eyes. 
 
“Thanks, Gretch,” I sighed as she snuggled into my neck.
 
“Want to get me some new weapons now?” she asked, giving my jawline a little nibble.
 
“Sure,” I said, running a hand over the ridges her belts made over the velvety skin of her back.
 
“Some new clothes too?” she asked, throwing a leg over mine and sitting up, straddling my lap, drawing my attention to her firm breasts as they strained the belts containing them.
 
“I can’t get you anything if you’re going to do that,” I chuckled.
 
“Can I get you anything, Sir?” Elyria inquired, her polite voice breaking through my concentration on my newly evolved goblin wife. 
 
I glanced over and noticed she now wore a simple maid outfit with my crest embroidered over her left breast.  The medieval version of a French maid’s outfit looked good on her slender frame.
 
“Sure, Elyria,” I answered, clearing my throat as Gretch began to openly grind her pelvis into my crotch. “Do we have whisky?”
 
“Of course, Sir,” she answered with a knowing grin and curtsey. “I’ll be right back.”
 
Rather than stop a good thing while it was going, I fell back against the cushion and admired Gretch’s impossibly sexy body as she gently gyrated to a rhythm only her body knew.  It was MY damn living room, after all.  If anyone had a problem with me getting a lap dance on my own couch, they could fuck off to their own room.
 
Reveling in my attention, Gretch raised her arms in a swaying dance to go with her rocking hips.
 
“I see you’ve learned how to turn off that aura you were blasting everyone with right after I tiered you up,” I observed.
 
She reached down and placed my hands on her hips before answering.
 
“I learned how to turn it on, as well, Chief,” she breathed. “Wanna see?”
 
“Not if you want new stuff,” I laughed, already hard as a rock from the display and the warm friction of her dance.
 
“‘Stuff’, can wait,” Gretch giggled with an extra emphatic thrust against my obvious arousal.
 
“Your whisky, Sir,” Elyria announced breathily, holding out a glass with one hand, the bottle in her other.
 
“Thanks, sweetie,” I smiled at the demure bunny girl as I accepted the crystal tumbler and took a deep sip of the amber liquid.
 
I grimaced as the heat traveled down my throat to bloom in my chest, enjoying the woody aftertaste despite my facial expression saying otherwise.
 
Gretch wrapped her hands around the tumbler, pulling the glass to her lips and taking a dainty sip,  her sparkling eyes never having left mine, and her hips never having stopped their grinding.
 
“Would you like more, Sir?” Elyria asked in a near whisper, holding the bottle up as if to prove she still had it.
 
“You don’t have to stay, Elyria,” I answered, pulled from my trance once again.  I looked around and noticed we had the room to ourselves.  Feeling around inside, I felt neither Gill nor Skryvonna’s presence, though I did feel the amulet around my neck, so Tic was in residence.
 
“I, um… I’ll stay… in case either of you needs… anything,” Elyria stammered, rubbing her legs together where she hovered over us.
 
“You’re a little bit of a voyeur, aren’t you?” I asked.
 
She blushed crimson all the way to her modest cleavage, and Gretch lightly slapped my shoulder.
 
“She’s a lepun,” Gretch chided me.  “Of course she wants to watch.  She probably wants to be involved, don’t you, little rabbit?”
 
Elyria didn’t answer, but she didn’t budge either.
 
Seeing the confusion in my eyes, Gretch explained, “Lepun have high sex drives.  Higher than goblins, probably; they just usually aren’t as promiscuous.  Our little Elyria was a whore, though, so I doubt that applies to her.”
 
Gretch shot a good-natured wink in the bunny girl’s direction, obviously not intending the remark to be an insult.
 
Elyria’s blush darkened further as she mumbled, “I wasn’t a very good whore.  I only ever had two clients.”
 
“No wonder you’re so skinny,” Gretch said, bouncing off my lap and wrapping the mortified bunny girl in a sympathetic hug.
 
Elyria was slender, but I’d never thought of her as emaciated or anything.
 
Gretch unabashedly filled her hands with Elyria’s small breasts and rubbed the tips with her thumbs. 
 
“They’re already bigger than when you got here, aren’t they?” Gretch asked, genuine curiosity on her face.
 
“A little,” Elyria squeaked, though if anything, she pressed more into Gretch’s touch than retreat from it.
 
“I’ve always heard lepun had huge tits,” Gretch said, still running her hands over Elyria’s chest, her new spaded tail lashing like an excited cat’s.  “I didn’t want to ask about it because I thought you were naturally small, but you’re just underfed, aren’t you?”
 
Elyria nodded, looking far more embarrassed by this admission than Gretch’s hands on her breasts.
 
“Well, they’re lovely as they are,” Gretch purred, her hands falling to her sides as she looked over her shoulder at me.  “Don’t you think, Chief?”
 
Purple bounced into the room, saving me from having to answer.
 
“Hey Chief,” she greeted with a wide smile.  “Do you think we could get some bigger cages?”
 
She stopped speaking when she noticed the predatory way Gretch was eyeing her.
 
“Chief,” Gretch said softly.  “Being half-succubus is nice.  I’m so much more intelligent, powerful, and have great new abilities, but we may have a problem.”
 
“What’s that, Gretch?” I asked, glancing from her to Purple.
 
“I want to fuck everyone,” Gretch stated matter-of-factly, her voice sounding far away.  “No, not everyone, but you and everyone you’ve ever fucked or imagined fucking.  I’m honestly having trouble not just dousing the whole room in lust juice and having my way with all three of you.”
 
“I don’t mind,” Elyria said quietly, a guilty little grin spreading on her freckled cheeks.
 
Gretch trembled at her words.
 
Realizing my fun was temporarily on pause, I said, “Go ahead and equip back up for now.  We’ll get you some new gear and take care of the rest in a bit, okay?”
 
“I’ll take care of her,” Tic said, reminding me she’d been present the entire time. 
 
“Take care of her, how?” I asked suspiciously as Gretch vanished.
 
“I’m just teaching her,” Tic grumbled.  “I’m not stupid enough to make a move on your wife without your permission.  I don’t want to spend the next three centuries bouncing in and out of the void playing magic amulet.”
 
“She’s not being bad,” Gretch agreed.  “I’d eat my tail before messing around with a non-wife without you present anyway, Chief.  Any time you want to split the little demon in half, though…”
 
I laughed aloud, turning my attention back to Purple. 
 
“What did you need larger cages for?” I asked.
 
“The rats,” Purple exclaimed, her dimples reappearing, now that Gretch was gone.
 
“I thought those cages were huge for rats?” I asked, perplexed.
 
“You’d better come with me,” Purple said with a chuckle.
 
“I’ll bring the whisky,” Elyria volunteered happily.
 
Curious now, I followed Purple to the shop room adjacent to Bo’urk’s saddlery.  I certainly wasn't prepared for the extensive chemistry lab I beheld once I entered.  I was even less prepared for the cat-sized rats gazing at me from cages lining the wall.
 
“I… see,” I said slowly.
 
“One of the rats you got for me was already pregnant,” Purple explained.  “She gave birth hours after I got her in the cage.  I’m trying to find ways to permanently augment the adult rats, but any alchemical gains I give them fade away once the potion has run its course.  The babies, though!”
 
She beamed at the wall of giant rodents like a proud mother.
 
“The babies,” she continued, after a pleased sigh, “seem to be able to retain some properties of special potions and powders if given a large enough quantity.  I’m guessing it has to do with the amount of time in their developmental cycle they are under the influence of a particular….”
 
I held up my hand to stop her before she really got on a roll.
 
“So, simple explanation is, you made super-rats?” I asked.  “Also, have you always been so smart?”
 
 Purple’s dusky skin darkened into a beautiful violet blush before she answered.
 
“High intelligence is a requirement for alchemy,” she admitted.  “Most people find it annoying when I start talking about my theories.  Also, it never really came up.”
 
She waved a dismissive hand, shooing away the topic of her intellect. 
 
“But yes,” she continued.  “I made super rats.  They should end up being about the size of a Staffon… I think.  But that’s not the most impressive thing.  They’re also very intelligent.  I’ve gained so many alchemy levels since you’ve given me all these ingredients and so much free time to research and learn.  It’s a dream come true.  Anyway, I didn’t just make them bigger.  I made them smarter, as well. “
 
“You didn’t… experiment with making yourself smarter, did you?” I asked, concerned.
 
“Of course not,” she said.  “I only made myself smarter after I proved it was possible with the rats.  Mine’s not permanent, though.  It wears off when the potions run their course; but I just take another one when it fades.  I’m hoping I can achieve permanent statistical advancement through prolonged exposure to the same…”
 
I held up my hand again, getting lost in the weeds. 
 
“Are you sure it’s safe?” I asked. 
 
“Reasonably,” she answered simply.
 
I wanted to warn her like a parent, but she was her own woman.  I didn’t have any reason to set boundaries like that.
 
“Okay,” I answered slowly.  “Let’s get you bigger cages.”
 
Suddenly, a massive white monster slunk slowly from behind the worktable.
 
I jumped a foot off the ground, reflexively trying to summon all my gear. Though, only my shield appeared since Gill and Vonna weren’t equipped.
 
I let out an explosive breath when I recognized the blunt features of Fluffy on the colossal puppy.
 
“I guess you’re experimenting on your dog as well?” I asked.
 
“Not really experimenting,” Purple said, happily scratching the groggy puppy’s ears.  “I’ve proven it worked with the rats already, so it’s more like… treating, enhancing… whatever, I’m just making Fluffy all that she can be.”
 
I barked a laugh at her unintentional pun before breaking down and rubbing the puppy’s soft ears with her.
 
“She’s sleepy because the potions are using her energy, but I’m giving her plenty of food, so she doesn’t get harmfully drained,” Purple explained.  “I need your permission to treat Starfire, as well.  Well, that and a lot more ingredients.”
 
I watched as one of the caged mutant rats casually pulled a splinter from the shelf beneath its cage and started picking its teeth with it.
 
“Are you giving them anything to make them more obedient?” I asked, worry worming its way into my mind at the sheer amount of casual intellect it demonstrated in that one simple action.
 
“No...” she answered, her dimples retreating as her brow wrinkled.  “I wonder how I could achieve that.  Charm the animal before adulthood…”
 
“Once you figure it out, let me know, and we’ll get you what you need for Starfire,” I said, conceding the dumb name for my awesome high-capacity assault unicorn. 
 
“I may need you for some tests, then,” Purple said.  “You want them to be obedient to you, right?”
 
“Sure, whatever you need,” I replied, my head spinning with the possibilities of alchemically modified super pets.
 
Purple gently placed a hand on my shoulder, getting my undivided attention.
 
“I want to thank you, Andric,” she said, her dimpled smile and pink eyes sincere.  “All of this is amazing.  I would have never dreamed….” She stopped with a sigh, before continuing, “I really appreciate it.”
 
“It’s fine, Purple,” I said, reaching up to pat her shoulder in return.  “You’re great to have around, and you’re making all kinds of cool stuff for me.  I’m getting more from this than you are.”
 
She shook her head, her smile going a bit sad. 
 
“I can understand how you’d see it that way, Chief but… it’s just not the case.  The Brandrs treated me well, but I was more a domestic servant than an alchemist.  Trolls typically have little use or desire for alchemy.  Sure, potions work on us, like anyone else, but most trolls feel it impinges their honor in some way to augment their natural regeneration with a potion.  I was given alchemical ingredients like I give Fluffy treats for good behavior.”
 
“I didn’t know,” I said, a little flustered at her candor.
 
“It doesn’t matter,” she replied, dismissing her past as if it was a minor inconvenience.  “You’ve given me the tools and freedom to really pursue my passion.  I’ll do anything to repay that.”
 
Now, I waved dismissively.
 
“I’m just glad you’re happy,” I said. 
 
“You don’t understand,” Purple growled.  “I’d be willing… no, happy to become your Summon.”
 
I just gaped at her, trying to process what she’d just said.
 
“I’ve been waiting for this,” Gretch purred in my mind.  “She’s wanted you since you freed her.”
 
I slowly shook my head, saying, “You wouldn’t have time for all your experiments.  I spend more time wandering around the overworld getting in trouble than I do in the nexus.”
 
Purple's shoulders slumped before she answered, “I’m willing to give up some research time.  I just want to pay you back for all this.” She waved around the room as she finished.
 
“You don’t have to pay me back, Purple,” I laughed gently.  “I’m paying you to do all this.”
 
She growled softly in her throat, her eyes narrowing.
 
“I understand if you don’t want me,” she finally said.  “I’m a freak, after all.  Way too fat, and not even the right color to be a troll.”
 
I sighed and started to respond, but Gretch popped out and beat me to it.
 
“You stupid cow,” Gretch berated her, continuing before I could interject.  “Andric loves your body.  He practically drools when you get to swaying those ridiculous udders around.”
 
Gretch advanced on the much taller woman like a hunting cat.  Purple shrank before her as if she were the smaller of the two.
 
“He doesn’t know or give a shit what color trolls are supposed to be.  He wants to sink his hands into those thick hips of yours and fuck you into unconsciousness.  The only reason he hasn’t is that he doesn’t want to take away your freedom.  That and his culture has him thinking it’s inappropriate to sleep with anyone but his wives.  If you want him, stop talking about repayment, and ask to be a mistress.  He’ll accept it if his wives tell him to, and we will.”
 
Purple’s pink eyes had gone as round as saucers while Gretch scolded her. 
 
“I wouldn’t mind becoming a Summon,” Elyria’s soft voice invaded the stillness of the room. 
 
All eyes turned to her, and she shrank from the attention.
 
“I mean… If you’d have me.” She mumbled.
 
“You do have slots to fill,” Gretch reminded me with wicked glee.
 
“Why?” I exclaimed, my attention whiplashing from woman to woman.              
 
Elyria nervously uncorked the whisky bottle in her hands and took a deep swig, not even shuddering as she replaced the cork.
 
“I don’t have anybody else,” she said, her piercing green eyes unwavering as she met my gaze.  “I don’t have anywhere to go.  Your nexus hardly needs cleaning, so I mostly just wait on your return and sew all day.  I… want you, Andric.  I’d love nothing more than to be out there experiencing your adventures with you.”
 
“I mean, I’m flattered,” I said.  “If you’re unhappy here, I’m sure I could find a bunny person, er… lepun town that you could live in.”
 
Gretch wrapped her arms around me from behind and gently pressed delicate black claws into my chest.
 
“Now you’re being the dumb cow, Chief,” she whispered in my ear.  “Our bunny doesn’t want to flee the warren.  She wants further in.”
 
“Is that true?” I asked, head spinning from the whisky and wild revelations.
 
Elyria nodded, her green eyes as confident as I’d ever seen them.
 
“I think this calls for an orgy,” Gretch purred, her hands sliding down my chest to fondle me through my pants.
 
“Oh, you are an evil little succubus, aren’t you,” I growled, my libido having strapped in and ramped up to warp speed. 
 
“Are you going to punish me… Master?” Gretch breathed directly into my ear, her breath hot.
 
“Um, I won’t get in the way of Elyria’s binding,” Purple murmured.  “I’ll just wait until you’ve talked to your wives… if you would take me for your mistress,” she finished. 
 
I looked over my shoulder to see her coy, dimpled grin beneath the deep purple blush on her cheeks. 
 
“You’re all crazy,” I growled.  “Let’s go find the rest of my wives.”
 
Purple opted to stay in her lab, but Elyria excitedly skipped at my side as I made my way to the training room.
 
“You’re sure about this?” I asked a final time before pushing the door open.
 
“Yes, Master,” Elyria immediately chirped.
 
“If you really want to turn me on, use my name,” I chuckled.
 
“But Gill…”
 
“That’s for her benefit, not mine,” I assured her.
 
Pushing open the door, I beheld Gill, Skryvonna, Ceria, and Mara paired off and sparring. 
 
A small part of me knew I should be doing the same, and I considered delaying other activities in favor of training.
 
“Binding Elyria will bring you more power than a couple of hours of training,” Gretch interrupted.
 
Emboldened by my slight buzz and raging libido, I loudly asked, “Neither of you secretly wish to have sex with me and bond for all time, do you?”
 
The clacking of wooden weapons came to an abrupt halt as all four women turned to regard me.
 
My wives merely smirked at seeing Elyria huddled behind me.  Ceria opened her mouth to answer, but her face dropped. 
 
“I belong to the dungeon,” Ceria mumbled, sounding morose.
 
Mara surprised me by grinning lasciviously.
 
“I’d let you give me a tumble,” the compact rakkin said in a saucy voice, “but I’m not binding to anyone.”
 
“No tumble for you,” I retorted in my best “Soup Nazi” impression.
 
Skryvonna’s war body dematerialized into mist as she stepped her long legs out of the construct. 
 
“Are you adding another so soon?” she pouted.  “I was planning on claiming you again tonight.”
 
“No chance, sister,” Gill said through a grin.  “You either share or get him all to yourself once a week or so.”
 
Gill approached, her muscular body glistening with sweat and her golden eyes smoldering.
 
“You finally asked?” my Alpha wife questioned Elyria.
 
“If it’s okay…” Elyria answered quietly from behind me.
 
“Are you okay with sharing?” Gill asked.
 
“I like girls, too,” the bunny girl murmured, barely audible.
 
“I vote yes, then,” Gill growled, a predatory smirk on her full lips.
 
“Yes, I suppose,” Skryvonna allowed.  “You’d better become something useful,” she admonished, turning back to the sparring mats before black mist coalesced around her and she returned to her war form.
 
Gretch appeared beside Elyria, a million-wat smile on her face. 
 
“You already know my vote, Chief,” she said, playfully spanking Elyria with her spaded tail.
 
Gill crouched before the timid bunny girl and asked, “Do you want your first time with him to be alone?”
 
A mischievous smirk bloomed on Elyria’s lips as she answered, “No, Gill.  I’ve been dying to fuck you since we met.”
 
Gill’s eyes shot up in surprise, while Gretch danced around happily. 
 
“Take us to the auction first,” Gretch suddenly demanded.
 
“Oh, good idea,” Gill agreed. 
 
Shrugging, I led the way out of the room.  My wives smothered Elyria with girl talk too quiet for me to make out as we made our way to the portal room.  By the time we reached the massive room, all three were giggling like best friends.
 
They clustered around a console, and Gretch snapped, “No peeking!”
 
I turned my back, a dopy grin plastered on my face as they quietly discussed their shopping and giggled behind me.
 
Gretch startled me out of my daydreams when she jumped in front of me and demanded, “Money.”
 
I dropped a gold round in her outstretched hand, chuckling that she’d become my wife, indeed.
 
“Okay, close your eyes and let me press your hand to the slate,” Gretch instructed.
 
I gamely followed along, blindly accepting whatever they’d purchased.  The heavy clunk of some of their items arriving surprised me, but I resisted the urge to peek.
 
“Go take a shower and meet us in the bedroom, husband,” Gill husked.
 
“Your wish, my command,” I said, happy to follow that particular order.
 
I rushed to the shower before slowing down, determined to take my time.  I undressed, deliberately folded my clothes, and carefully scrubbed myself down.
 
Wrapping a towel around my waist, I walked to my room and threw open the door.  My breath caught in my throat when I witnessed all three women kneeling in distinct lingerie at the foot of my bed.
 
Gretch wore a strappy black number, similar to Tic’s, which accentuated her new succubus heritage.  In the far right, Gill wore purple silk and lace, close to her regular clothes in appearance, but with the sexy dial turned all the way up.  Elyria, in the middle, nervously fingered the garter belt of the white bra and panty ensemble that matched her ears and furry lower legs.
 
“Do I have permission to turn on the lust juice?” Gretch suddenly pleaded, breaking me from my trance.
 
It was hardly necessary, but I nodded anyway.
 
The full force of her aura hit me like a freight train, nearly knocking me to my knees.
 
Gill whimpered like a puppy, and Elyria’s eyes rolled, one hand shooting between her legs to desperately clutch her pussy through the white silk of her thong.
 
I took two steps forward and picked up the panting bunny girl, crushing her to my chest in a fierce embrace.
 
“We want you, Elyria,” I growled.  “I want you.”
 
“Please,” she squealed, writhing in my arms. “I’m all yours.  All of yours.”
 
For a split second, the thought of venereal diseases entered my mind.  She may have been an unsuccessful prostitute, but still.
 
“She’s clean,” Tic giggled into my mind.  “Good job thinking about that at the last possible moment.”
 
Ignoring her barb, I just felt relieved as I crushed my lips against Elyria’s hungry mouth.  I felt my towel fall away and glanced down to see Gill’s shapely ass in the air a split second before her warm mouth encased my cock in bliss.
 
I moaned at the painfully pleasant sensation, causing Elyria to squirm in my arms.  She was so desperate to get closer to me, it seemed like she was trying to climb inside my skin.
 
Gill’s throat constricted as she moaned around my cock.  Another glance showed me Gretch behind her, only the top of her head visible as she worked her oral skills on my Alpha wife.
 
Elyria whined plaintively, her arms and legs scrabbling at my back.
 
Pulling myself from the impossibly pleasurable depths of Gill's throat, I took a step to the right and laid Elyria down on the bed.
 
Gretch was there instantly, stripping the meager lingerie off the petite bunny.
 
I noticed that I could plainly see Elyria’s ribcage, though her body retained enough flesh to be strikingly beautiful in a supermodel kind of way.
 
When her bra came off, revealing her small, delicate breasts, Gill lowered her head and snaked out her tongue to slurp a tiny pale nipple.
 
“Oh, gods, all of you take me.  I’ve been so horny.  Oh, Belonia!  Fuck me, please,” Elyria whimpered desperately.
 
All my inhibitions blown away by Gretch’s sex aura, I plunged my cock into her tiny pink folds without another thought.
 
“Ugh,” Elyria grunted, her green eyes flying open wide as I gave her my entire length.
 
I paused, worried I’d hurt her, but she smiled up at me with ecstatic joy, easing my mind.
 
Forcing myself to take my time, I began to slowly long stroke her tight, wet pussy.
 
“Yes… yes,” Elyria gasped.  I caught a flash of violet eyes as Gretch slid her hand between us and began fingering Elyria’s pearl in time with my thrusts.
 
“Oh shit!” Elyria screamed, tipping right into an orgasm that had her walls shuddering against me like the world's softest fist.
 
“Oh, that’s entirely too loud, toy,” Gill announced, climbing onto the tiny woman’s face and smothering her cries with a dripping pussy.
 
Seeing my powerful wife astride the slight bunny girl’s face nearly caused me to lose my rhythm. 
 
“Good girl,” Gill breathed, and Elyria went into a full-body orgasm so hard she nearly bucked me off, removing any worry I might’ve had about her willingness to participate in slightly dominant sex.
 
“Yessssss,” Gill hissed, grinding her wet pussy on Elyria’s outstretched tongue.  
 
I grinned maliciously at the vacant expression of lust in my wife’s golden eyes as she shared this beautiful bunny girl with me.  I lightly slapped the tip of one dark nipple, and Gill groaned, hunching into her own orgasm.
 
“Mmmff mmmm!” Elyria moaned, still trembling from the longest orgasm chain I’d ever witnessed.
 
Gretch stood on the bed, her sleek green body incredibly enticing.  I leaned forward, licking and kissing wherever I could reach.
 
“Oh, Chief,” she murmured, maneuvering a florescent green nipple into my mouth and wrapping her arms around my head, smothering me against her perky bosom.
 
“I’m going to fuck Gill before she smothers our new wife,” Gretch murmured into my ear as I continued to long stroke, my mind completely blank of anything but sensation.
 
Gretch reluctantly pulled her tits out of my face before literally tackling Gill off her mount.  In an impossibly quick wrestling match, the two rolled on the bed before Gretch popped up mounted on Gill’s waist. 
 
I looked down to see Elyria’s gasping, thoroughly drenched, but delighted face.  Her own eyes were unfocused and rolling as she thrashed beneath me.
 
“Get up on your knees,” I grunted, pulling out and backing off so she could move.
 
Elyria stretched her body like a cat before flipping over, her face in the pillows and her back arched sharply, all the way to her cute ass.  The sheer erotic way she accomplished the maneuver took me by surprise.
 
I smirked at the adorable little white bunny tail just above her ass crack before plunging myself to the hilt again.
 
“Yes, fuck, oh Belonia… fuck me hard, Andric,” Elyria wailed.
 
I grasped her relatively narrow hips and slammed into her molten center with all my strength, following her instructions.
 
Looking up, I saw the most erotic sight I’d ever seen.
 
Gretch, still perched on Gill's hips, ground her own mound against Gill’s prominent abs while her spaded tail slid in and out of Gill’s dripping pussy.
 
Gill gazed up at Gretch, apparently unable to do anything but make grunting sounds and writhe beneath the hob-succubus in complete sexual surrender.
 
Gretch lowered her horned head and snared a thick gray nipple in her mouth, looking like the regal goddess of sex she was, as she played Gill’s body like a harp.
 
“Gods!” Gill cried in a tight voice as her body went into uncontrollable convulsions.
 
I focused back on Elyria’s cottontail and pounded into her with renewed vigor, unable to care if I broke the little bunny girl beneath me.
 
Elyria started emitting little yips each time my pelvis smashed into her toned little ass.
 
“I’m going to cum,” I grunted, wiping stinging sweat from my eye with the back of a hand.
 
“Inside!” Elyria wailed.
 
Not having the will to argue, I increased the pace, the pressure inside me building to the breaking point.
 
With a roar, I thrust forward again, crushing Elyria to me, and began filling her womb with rope after rope of hot cum.
 
My vision darkened at the edges as I came harder than I even knew was possible.  When it was over, I shakily withdrew.  The overstimulation of the movement made me shudder.
 
Gretch appeared before me.  Pushing Elyria’s insensate body aside, she effortlessly swallowed my entire length and sucked for all she was worth, presumably after every last drop of seed.
 
I reflexively grabbed her elegant white horns and stilled her head, though her body and tail continued writhing as if I’d caught a snake by the neck.
 
The painful overstimulation became pleasure in record time as I became hypnotized by Gretch's sleek, sexy body gyrating before me.
 
I suddenly realized I’d been holding her head down with my cock entirely down her throat for far too long and hastily withdrew.
 
“More,” Gretch growled, her horns bucking in my hands as she tried to get to my dick again.  Apparently, being part-succubus meant you didn’t have to breathe if there was a cock down your throat.  Who knew?
 
Happy to oblige, I took a firmer grip on her horns and carefully slid my shaft down her throat until her nose pressed against my pubic mound.  Gretch’s violet eyes snapped up, capturing my gaze as her tongue slid down the underside of my cock to caress my balls.
 
“Gods damn,” I groaned at the impossible sight and sensation.
 
“Mfumph,” Gretch suddenly moaned with a shudder. 
 
I glanced up and saw a somewhat recovered Elyria on her back, face-up beneath Gretch’s plump ass.  Her pale body contrasted deliciously with Gretch’s dusky green skin as she enthusiastically tongued my impaled wife’s button.
 
Gretch pushed off me with a wet pop, not even gasping from the extended deep throat.
 
“Hold my horns and fuck my mouth while she eats my pussy,” Gretch demanded, drool sliding down her chin, her pupils so wide they nearly eclipsed her violet irises.
 
It seemed almost a violation to use something so graceful in such a way, but that only made it so much hotter as I readjusted my grip and thrust fully into her throat.
 
Gretch emitted a choking groan around my girth, only the joy in her eyes assuring me she wasn’t in distress.
 
Gill stirred, coming slowly back to her senses.  Her eyes gradually focused, and she shakily crawled between Elyria’s spread legs, kissing her way up the bunny girl’s inner thigh.  She squealed in delight and buried her face when she reached the apex.
 
I reveled in the sight of the entire glistening, writhing, multicolored, sexy chain of bodies before me as I ravished my half-demonic wife’s mouth.
 
Gretch began cumming, her choking moans going into overdrive.  The sensations of her spasming throat sent me over the edge a second time as I shot straight down her throat.  My very life force seemed to be leaving my body as I was wracked with wave after wave of bliss.  I vaguely felt the sensation of falling forward as my vision contracted to a tiny point of light. 
 
I came to beside the girls, who hadn’t even slowed down.  Why is my face tingling? I wondered.
 
“You’re fine,” Tic assured me.  “Gretch just feeds off sexual energy now.”
 
Gill’s flushed face appeared in my bleary vision. 
 
“Did you save any for me, Master,” she asked, her golden eyes sparkling as she lowered her large breasts to slide across my chest.
 
“Not sure,” I mumbled, still taking stock of my body.
 
“Of course, he did,” Gretch called excitedly.
 
Another blast of her ‘lust juice’ hit me like a howitzer shell, and my mind went spinning into velvety darkness, but my soldier did indeed come back to attention.
 




Chapter 12 – the Pugilist

My body pillow climbed out of bed and woke me with a start.  Cracking my eyes open, I caught sight of Elyria’s pale ass and bunny tail as she began pulling on her white thong.
 
“Where are you going?” I murmured, conscious of at least two other bodies asleep in the bed with me.
 
“To cook everyone breakfast,” she whispered.
 
I could see a blush creeping down her chest even in the gloom of my room.
 
“Come back to bed,” Gretch mumbled, flopping over and snuggling into my back.
 
“Oh shit!” I exclaimed as my thoughts came fully online.  “We’ve got to get to the portal room and see if you’re bound to me.”
 
Elyria fidgeted with the maid’s outfit in her hands, her small, perky breasts barely jiggling with her motions.
 
Gill languidly rose from the bed with that insane grace of hers and stalked towards Elyria, who took a nervous step back.
 
With a grin, Gill half-pounced and swept the tiny lepun into a hug, knocking the maid dress from her hands in the process.
 
“There’s no need to be nervous,” Gill murmured.  “You’re part of the family now.”
 
“Really?” Elyria squeaked, her small torso nearly able to fit between Gill’s large naked breasts.
 
“Really,” Gill assured her before trailing kisses down Elyria’s neck, making the bunny girl shudder.
 
I stood and wrapped my arms around both of them, forming a bunny girl sandwich with Elyria in the middle.
 
“You don’t even have to cook breakfast,” I said, kissing Gill over the bunny girl’s shoulder before tilting Elyria’s head up and claiming a kiss from her red lips as well.
 
“Oh, but I enjoy cooking breakfast,” Elyria murmured, relaxing into the comforting pressure of the bodies around her.
 
“After we see what’s become of you then,” Gill said, tweaking one of Elyria’s tiny pale nipples. 
 
“Of course,” Elyria gasped.
 
An evil little smirk spread on Gill's face as she tugged the nipple between her fingers with slow, steady pressure.
 
“Of course, what?” Gill purred.
 
“Of course… Alpha wife?” Elyria squeaked.
 
“Good girl,” Gill cooed, kissing the tender nipple as a reward.
 
“Gretch, wake up please,” I rasped, suddenly very turned on.  “Elyria, if you’d like to cook breakfast, go ahead and get started.  I have a sudden urge to remind my Alpha wife who HER Alpha is.”
 
Gill’s golden gaze snapped to me.  Her smile grew as she bent over the bed, placing her elbows on the mattress, and arching her back all the way up.
 
“Please,” she whimpered, already rubbing her thighs together with her muscular gray ass high in the air, tail curled over her curved spine. 
 
Gretch and I emerged from the bedroom nearly an hour later to the delicious smell of eggs and bacon.
 
Gill was a warm puddle of contentment in my psyche, having received a much-needed one-on-one indulgence of her kink.  Gretch had stayed on the sidelines at my request, practicing targeting just Gill with her lust aura.  As a happy coincidence, Gretch didn’t have to be directly involved to feed off our sexual energy, so everyone was sated as we made our way to the great room for breakfast.
 
Court sat at the table demolishing a pile of bacon, while Elyria fussed about setting more plates.
 
“How’d it go?” I asked Court as I dropped down into a chair beside her.
 
“Easy,” Court replied after politely swallowing her food first.  “There are even fewer troops than Grelda told us there were.  I don’t know if she was lying, or if they moved troops somewhere else.  Either way, they aren’t the most observant bunch.  Orcs, crocs, and a few humans.  Maybe one hundred and fifty, all together.”
 
Elyria set a plate before me with a radiant smile and a curtsy.  I smiled back and couldn’t resist patting her cute little ass as she headed off to the kitchen for something else.
 
Court arched a judgmental brow but didn’t comment.  I didn’t bother explaining I wasn’t taking liberties with my maid.  Court would figure it out soon enough.
 
“What about the gremlins?”  I asked.  “Any sign they’re putting up a fight?”
 
Court barked a laugh before replying, “I saw two explosions, and one orc simply disappeared into the ground.  The Tormians are sieging their butte, but I think the gremlins have mined under the ground.”
 
“Good,” I murmured, between bites of scrambled eggs.  “That’ll make it much easier.”
 
“Do you need anything else, Sir?” Elyria asked me.
 
“You don’t have to call me Sir, sweetie,” I gently admonished.  “You’re about to become my wife… unless you’ve changed your mind?”
 
“No, um… Andric.  I want that very much,” she softly replied.
 
I scooped the remains of my eggs and bacon into a flaky bread loaf and stood with my impromptu breakfast sandwich.
 
“Let’s go get hitched, then,” I declared.
 
Court followed, an odd expression on her face as we headed into the portal room.
 
Sure enough, there was a flashing notification on the light slate for me.
 
You have initiated a bond with Elyria.
 
If you want to consummate this bond, both parties must willingly place their hands on the light slate simultaneously.
 
The two of you will become inextricably bound for the remainder of the Battlemaster’s life.
 
The death of the Battlemaster will result in the death of the bonded.
 
“You sure you want to do this?” I asked Elyria as she read the notification at my side.
 
“Positive,” she replied with a firm nod.
 
“Okay, put your hand here, then,” I said, putting my own hand in an oversized handprint.
 
Elyria placed her hand beside mine.
 
Suddenly, she arched her back and screamed as if she were being flayed alive.  I reached for her, but her body burned to ash before my eyes, cutting off her scream.  Even the ashes broke apart and vanished as I impotently stood there with my hand outstretched to where she had been.
 
“Shit!” I yelled, searching around the room.  “Elyria!”
 
“She’s in here!” Gill assured me, instantly calming me down a bit.
 
“What the hell happened?” I demanded aloud, too freaked out to remember to use my mental voice.
 
“I think she died,” Gill said softly. 
 
“Fuck!”
I screamed before switching to my mental voice.  “Elyria, are you in there, sweetie?”
 
“Check the light slate,” Gill thought frantically.  “She’s not responding.”
 
Glancing up, I read:
 
Elyria the Lepun has agreed to become your permanent Summon.
 
Choose slot location.  Equipment locations available:
 
Weapon__                Accessory__
 
Seeing proof that Elyria would likely be fine, my heartbeat slowed to a more reasonable pace, though my hands still trembled.  The last thing I wanted to do was kill the girl.  Despite her history, she was the sweetest and most innocent person I’d met on Tournion, except maybe when she was in the bedroom.
 
“Her physical body likely had to die to become a Summon,” Gill thought softly. “I’m sorry I didn’t think of that.”
 
“I should have thought of it,” I mentally growled, upset with myself.
 
“What are you waiting for?” Gretch piped up, never having left my side. 
 
I clicked the weapon button, far more concerned about Elyria’s safety than I had been excited about bonding.
 
What tier would you like to assign your new summon?
 
Gray/Common – 1 soul gem
 
Green/Rare – 5 Soul gems
 
You cannot afford a higher tier.
 
Grunting, I tapped the rare icon, and a small cloud of fear and apprehension bloomed somewhere inside of me. 
 
“Hello?” Elyria’s panicked voice immediately echoed in my head. “Where am I?”
 
“You’re okay,” Gills consoling mental voice answered before I could.  “We’re in Andric’s temporal plane.  That’s all.”
 
“It hurt so bad…” Elyria sobbed, ripping the heart from my chest.
 
“I’m so sorry, Elyria,” I thought and sent conciliatory feelings of my own towards the ball of fright and nerves that had appeared in my psyche the moment I hit the ‘rare’ icon. 
 
“It’s… okay,” she murmured hesitantly.  “I’d like to come out of here, though.  I can hardly see anything.”
 
“What happened?” Court asked from behind us, her eyes wide.
 
I waved her off, not having the time to explain.  Just as I was about to explain how to unequip, Elyria materialized before me.
 
Before I could get a good look at her, she slammed into me, burying her head in my chest, sobbing.
 
I stumbled back a step from the force of her lunge, but I gently embraced the sobbing bunny girl and murmured assurances into her long ears.
 
After a few moments, I began to notice differences about those ears.  The fur appeared shaggier.  Where they had been like pristine white velvet before, they were now like an extra-plush white carpet.
 
Reaching a hand up, I stroked her ears down her back and confirmed they were a bit shaggy, though just as soft as ever.  As she snuggled more firmly into me, I noticed that there was quite a bit more padding than she’d had when I’d held her the night before.
 
“Elyria?” I murmured.
 
She pulled her face from my chest and looked up at me with her red-rimmed green eyes.
 
She’d been pale before, but she could give virgin snow a run for its money now.  I’d have thought she had become albino, but for her eyes remaining sparkling green.  Her previously normal red freckles had turned blue.
 
Starting to worry that I’d somehow turned her undead, I reached over her shoulder and began keying in the icons that would take me to my Summons’ stat pages.
 
“What’s going on?” Elyria asked, an edge of panic in her voice. 
 
As I pulled up her stat sheet, I schooled my expression to be happier for her sake. 
 
“Just checking to see what you’ve become,” I said through a false smile.  Elyria’s skin was cool to the touch, and I’d pretty much convinced myself I’d turned her into a zombie bunny when I finally pulled up her stat page.
 
I blew out a massive sigh of relief when I finally read her race.
 
Name: Elyria Forswift
 
Level:1 (75 exp until next level)                    Add exp
 
Race: Arctic Lepun Pugilist
 
Gender: Female
 
Age: 22
 
Strength: 6
 
Agility: 7
 
Endurance: 5
 
Aptitude: 1
 
Intelligence: 5
 
Wisdom:3
 
Durability: 5
 
Resistance: 4
 
Luck: 3
 
           Weapon:  Faesteel Fist Blades
 
           Category: Rare
 
           Damage Type: Piercing/Slashing
 
           Effect: +4 to agility.
 
                      Abilities:  Shivering Flurry
 
Shivering Flurry:  Once triggered, you can punch with the speed of an arctic hare.  Strikes that land with this ability active do cold damage and may hinder the opponent’s movements. This effect only applies to arm or arms that have the fist blades equipped.  This ability can be triggered once an hour.
 
Note: If you only have one fist blade equipped, the passive agility boost is halved.
 
“What the hell is a fist blade?” I muttered, still tightly holding on to Elyria. 
 
“It’s a fist weapon,” she murmured, surprising me.
 
“You know how to use them?” I asked.
 
“Not really, but they are common weapons for lepun warriors.”
 
I absently thought about a certain cartoon rabbit, wondering if there were any basis for rabbits having rapid limb movement and how I could apply the concept in battle. 
 
“Is it okay to let you go?” I asked softly.
 
“I guess,” she sighed, wiping her eyes on my shirt before slowly stepping away. 
 
“Wow,” I breathed, finally getting a good look at her.  To say she had filled out was like saying the ocean was deep.  Her tiny maid outfit was bursting at the seams to contain her obvious assets.  Soft pale flesh peeked through every button, and the skirt didn’t even come halfway down her hips. 
 
Now that she stood straight, I realized she looked me right in the eye without raising her head. 
 
“Do you know what an Arctic Lepun is?” I asked.
 
“They are kind of a legend to us,” Elyria answered.  “They are supposed to be stronger and faster than most other lepun races.”
 
“Come with me,” I said, grabbing her hand and leading her to the baths, where there was a floor-to-ceiling mirror.
 
“Of course, Sir,” she giggled, hurrying to keep up.
 
We passed Bo’urk and Ceria eating breakfast. Both their eyes nearly bulged out their sockets, but I just waved and continued to my destination.
 
Covering Elyria’s eyes with my palm, I guided her to the mirror before I pulled my hand away.
 
She gasped when she saw her snowy reflection staring back through the mirror.   Raising her hands, she slowly ran them over her face before trailing them down over her much increased bust. 
 
Suddenly, she tore off the maid uniform in a fit of giggles, revealing her straining white lingerie.
 
“That thing’s too hot, anyway,” she breathed, before giggling again and adding, “I’m so tall.”
 
“And your tits are huuuugggge!” Gretch cheered excitedly. 
 
Elyria flushed and smiled but didn’t cover up.
 
“I’ll go get her a blanket until we can buy her some properly sized clothes,” Gill giggled, having popped out once we hit the baths.
 
“Thanks, Gill,” I said, relieved that Elyria was happy with her new form.
 
“So, anyone that bonds with you instantly upgrades to something else?” Court asked from the doorway, her voice low and focused.
 
“Only if I have the soul gems, I’m pretty sure,” I answered.  “If I’d left her gray, I don’t think she would have become a new race…species… whatever.”
 
Court nodded before announcing, “I’m going to get a nap before we leave again.”
 
I cocked an eyebrow as I watched her go, but no one else commented, so I held my tongue, as well. 
 
Elyria suddenly turned and threw herself at me. 
 
Bracing myself, I caught her as she wrapped her legs around me and forcefully kissed me.  Her lips were cool against mine, but her delicate tongue was feverishly hot as she thrust it into my mouth.
 
She pulled her head back with another giggle and sighed, “Thank you.”
 
As Elyria was no longer a slight little thing, I had to struggle to appear unencumbered by her weight as she squirmed in my arms.
 
Gill returned, took one look at me, and threw the sheet in her hand to Gretch before disappearing into my head.  Instantly, I straightened as Gill’s strength flooded my body.
 
“Thanks, love,” I thought, loving her more than ever at that moment.  She’d just equipped so I could look better in our newest wife’s eyes, after seeing the situation for a split second.
 
“Of course, husband,” she replied, her mental voice husky as she felt my emotions towards her.
 
“Let’s go get you some clothes,” I told the curvy bunny girl in my arms. 
 
She made a happy affirmative sound as I crouched so Gretch could wrap her in a sheet.
 
“Are you sure you don’t want to just fuck her in the shower?” Gretch asked, pausing before she covered Elyria’s breasts.  “I know I do.”
 
Elyria erupted in laughter before she tilted her head back, stealing an upside-down kiss from Gretch.
 
“We’re on a schedule,” I regretfully reminded my little hob-succubus.  “The twins are probably already waiting on us.”
 
“Finnnnne,” Gretch groaned, leading the way back to the portal room.
 
“We’ll pick out clothes,” Gretch announced when we reached our destination.  Elyria reluctantly climbed off me and accompanied my first wife to the designated auction kiosk.
 
I wandered back over to the light slate I’d left and checked my experience points.  None of my quests had been completed, but I’d picked up a new one.  Break the siege on the gremlins… or help conquer them. 
 
The Crocodilians had netted me 576 exp, bringing my total up to 4,222 exp.  I Immediately spent 2,325 exp getting Elyria to level six, leaving me with a paltry 1,897 experience points.
 
Both Elyria and Tic were a level behind the others, but I’d need another windfall like the Swarm queen to level everyone up simultaneously again.
 
With a smirk on my face, I watched Elyria shudder and squeal across the room as I rapidly boosted her levels. 
 
Wrapping a hand around the amulet around my neck, I thought, “You’ve been awful quiet.”
 
“Jealous,” Tic murmured in my mind.  She was easy to forget since I had no sense of her emotional state.
 
“At least you’re honest,” I thought with a smirk.
 
“You’re never going to bond with me at this rate,” she elaborated.  “You’re always going to have something new and shiny to spend your soul gems on, and I’m going to be an imp until you die and leave me trapped in the void.”
 
She materialized before my face in her strappy leather clothes, reminding me what a sexy little creature she was. 
 
“Maybe it would fit enough…”
Tic pouted.
 
“Not a chance,”
I cut her off.  “I have no intention of literally splitting you in half.  Besides, that’s not the only problem.  I’m still having a hard time trusting you.”
 
“What have I ever done that went against your will?” she demanded, her eyes catching fire.
 
“Nothing,” I said, patting the air.  “It’s not that I DON’T trust you; it’s just not that I do either, if that makes any sense.  I mean, this is the rest of my life I’m talking about here.”
 
“You’re just like all the other humans,” she huffed.
 
“Look,” I said, holding a hand palm up.  “I’ll hang onto the next soul gems I get until I can tier you up.  It’s your turn, anyway.”
 
“You’d tier me up before your new bobby rabbit?” Tic asked, looking skeptical. 
 
“Yes,” I said emphatically.  “I know it’s what you want, and you did come first in order of Summons.  You go to blue before Elyria.”
 
 Tic twisted her foot midair as if she were grinding her toe on something.
 
“Will you bind with me then?” she asked almost shyly.
 
“We’ll see then,” I answered with finality.
 
“I can accept that… if I must,” she sighed, before popping out of existence like a soap bubble.
 
“Buy!” Gretch demanded from across the room.
 
Chuckling, I walked over and slapped the handprint, causing a deluge of clothes to appear on the little dais, with a few heavy items clunking down as well.
 
Gretch stripped off her belts and loincloth right there, picking through the pile until she found what she was looking for. 
 
I leaned against a wall and watched her attaching the many straps of her new black bodysuit. 
 
“Isn’t that the same as the lingerie you wore last night?” I asked, enjoying the show.
 
“Nope,” Gretch growled, tugging ferociously on a leg strap that circled her thick upper thigh.  “This. Is. Clothes,” she declared, finally getting the belt buckled.
 
“Um, would you mind helping me, Gretch,” Elyria asked, several strips of black and red cloth in her hands.
 
“Black and red?” I asked.
 
“It’s what everyone else wears, Sir… um, Andric,” Elyria explained.
 
Gill popped out and cocked a hip and an eyebrow, looking painfully sexy in her purple silk outfit.
 
“Oh, well… you’re the Alpha,” Elyria floundered, clearly having put her lucky rabbit’s foot in her mouth.
 
I laughed heartily as Gill relented and ruffled Elyria’s long ears with a smile.
 
“So, husband,” Gill said, turning to me, “When do we get to see the weapon?”
 
“As soon as our newest wife figures out how to wear whatever the hell she just bought,” I laughed.
 
Gretch and Gill converged on the bunny girl and had her dressed in no time.  Elyria had opted to go with a sarong-type wrap and fantasy booty shorts, claiming she was a warrior now and the maid outfit was too hot anyway.  She completed the ensemble with boxing-style wrist wraps, drawing an approving nod from my wives and me.
 
Once dressed, she slid her hands into two strange cylinders with flat, curved blades extending from the tops.  Lifting the odd weapons, she appeared to have caps on her arms with pendulum blades emerging from them.
 
“I don’t know how to use them very well, but I understand the basics,” she explained self-consciously.
 
“I know a little about striking.  We’ll learn how it applies to these… fist blades… together,” I volunteered.
 
Skryvonna glided into the room, massive scythe over one shoulder.
 
“I see our little bunny whore grew into a warrior overnight,” she observed dryly.
 
“She’s your wife now, too,” I growled.  “Try not to disrespect her.”
 
“Humph,” she sniffed.  “I’ve been expecting you in the training room all morning.”
 
“Yeah, well, I wish I could have come, but some things had to be done this morning,” I said sternly.
 
Rather than answer, Skryvonna vanished into my head.
 
“Don’t worry about her,” Gretch said, reaching up to stroke one of Elyria’s wilted ears.  “She’s a crusty bitch to everyone.  She only calls people she likes whores.”
 
“What does she call people she doesn’t like,” Elyria asked with a rueful chuckle. 
 
“Food,” Gretch answered, deadpan.
 
If possible, Elyria blanched even whiter.
 
Smack!
 
Gretch shrieked and jumped two feet off the ground with the force of Gill’s spanking.
 
“She hasn’t eaten anyone since we met her,” Gill chastised, wagging a finger in Gretch’s face.
 
Gretch’s violet eyes began to glow, and I caught the edge of the lust blast she leveled at Gill, nearly dropping the taller woman to her knees.
 
“None of that!” I called, stepping over to intervene.
 
Gill clutched her pelvis, panting like a dog, her long tongue lolling.
 
“You did kind of deserve that,” I muttered, pinching a painfully erect nipple through the purple silk fabric of her top.
 
She whined deep in her throat and reached for me.
 
I turned to Gretch and spanked her other ass cheek, growling, “You definitely deserved the spank.”
 
“Both of you, get in my head,” I ordered, and they sheepishly obeyed.
 
“Are they always like that?” Elyria asked, her own cheeks flushed from being sideswiped by Gretch’s aura.
 
“Mostly,” I said with a chuckle.  “I love ‘em both though.  Now, I need you to get in my head as well, pretty rabbit.  I want to see the new toys you’ve given me.”               
 
Elyria leaned in and kissed me deeply, her tongue darting into my mouth.  When she pulled away, her green eyes sparkled with unrestrained joy before she vanished.
 
I felt around inside myself and didn’t feel any seriously hurt feelings, though Gill was still out of her mind with desire, even in my head.
 
“Is there anything you can do to counteract that, Gretch?” I asked.
 
“No, Chief, sorry,” she said, sounding like she meant it.  “I got angry and horny when she smacked my ass that hard.  I didn’t even decide to do it.  It was like a reflex.”
 
“Note to self: Don’t spank the succu-goblin unless you want to get spontaneously fucked within an inch of your life,” I thought.
 
“My… fault… mwerrrr,” Gill
panted, before growling most pitifully.  “Didn’t mean… to spank… that hard.  Oh, fucking gods!”
 
“Can you do something for her in there, Gretch?” I asked.
 
“With pleasure,” Gretch purred, all sex kitten in a flash.
 
“Yes! Yes!” Gill immediately started moaning as Gretch did… something.  
 
“Take it private,” I ordered.  I’d caught the edge of that lust bomb and would need an outlet myself if they didn’t keep it down.  At least it’d happened AFTER the fun last night and this morning.
 
Blessed silence settled over me, though I could feel the waves of satisfaction rolling off Gretch and Gill.
 
To distract myself, I summoned the faesteel fist blades.  Having some idea what to expect after seeing Elyria’s pair, I gripped with my hands and willed them into existence.
 
Rather than cylinders, my pair were built like tri-bladed claws.  Strapped firmly to my wrist with a gleaming metal bracer, two blades supported both sides of my hand as they flowed up my wrist and attached to the handlebar between them, before extending a good eight inches past my hand on either side.  
 
A third blade rose from the top of the metal wrist clasp and swept past the top of my fist, further reinforced by attaching to the side blades at the handlebars.
 
I’m the fucking Shredder, I thought, sharpening the longer middle blades of each weapon against the other.  On second thought, Shredder didn’t have shit on these bad boys.
 
I’d always assumed that fist weapons like this would lack stability, but these were so cunningly crafted and magically tight on my arms, I felt as if I could slice through an elephant with minimal discomfort.
 
“She did become something useful,” Skryvonna muttered.
 
“Do you like them?” Elyria asked, hope in her voice. 
 
“They’re fucking amazing,” I thought with great enthusiasm.  “Skryvonna, will your craft some attachments points for these at my lower back?”
 
“Done,” She replied, still sounding a little testy.  I didn’t blame her though.  We’d only had a very short time to begin exploring our feelings towards each other before I’d added another woman to the family.  Still, she was the one who’d insisted I fill more gear slots.  
 
Willing the blades to hooks that Skryvonna helpfully created on the lower back of my breastplate, I opened my own character sheet and checked my stats. 
Name: Andric Graven
 
Effective lvl: 16
 
Race: Human
 
Gender: Male
 
Age: 20
 
Strength: 5 (5)
 
Agility: 4 (13)
 
Endurance: 4 (4)
 
Aptitude: 3 (12)
 
Intelligence: 5 (9)
 
Wisdom: 3 (7)
 
Luck: 4
 
Durability: 2 (15)
 
Resistance: 2 (14)
 
Weapon slots: 2/3
 
Armor slots: 2/2
 
Accessory slots:1/2
 
I noticed my strength and endurance were down to base since Gill’s pick wasn’t physically present on my body.  My agility, however, was off the charts.
 
I summoned my pick and rechecked my stats.  The nine points of stat boost from the agility of the fist claws was cut in half but replaced almost entirely by the agility from the war pick.  However, I lost all the bonuses from Gretch’s shield since there was no way I could wield it, even though it still hung on its spot over my shoulder blades.
 
So, I could be tanky and strong, tanky and fast, fast and strong, or just really fucking fast, but I could only use the stats from two hands at once, regardless of what was manifested on my body.  As far as I could tell, the stats changed based on my intent, as much as what I was wielding. 
 
This would make fighting complicated, but if I was smart about it, it could give me an edge in almost any situation.  I just had to not fuck up and choose the wrong combo for any given encounter.
 
I practiced dismissing and summoning different combos for several minutes, getting used to the rapid changes my body underwent as I sent different items in and out of existence.
 
Once I was reasonably sure I wouldn’t get myself killed the instant I entered combat, I settled on the pick and shield for walking around buffs and ported myself to Rathfuerg.
 
“Grolam’s withered ball sack, he’s finally fooking here!” Axerager’s loud voice assaulted my senses as soon as I stepped from the bind point. 
 
“Nice to see you, too,” I laughed as we immediately locked into a tug of war of a wrist clasp.  It eventually ended in a stalemate as the twins loped over from the square's edge. 
 
“Nice legs,” I greeted Bierg as he solemnly shook my wrist.
 
“They are,” he agreed with a grim grin, stomping a foot as if to display their durability. 
 
“Who all’s coming?” I asked.
 
“The whole crew,” Fierg answered, taking his brother's place and heartily slapping my shoulder. 
 
“Hello, Andric,” Aelffrith said through a tusky grin, as she walked up behind Axerager and draped her arms over his shoulders.  “Have you made an honest woman of Purple yet?”
 
“Not yet,” I chuckled.
 
“Pay up, woman!” Axerager demanded, gleefully holding out his hand.
 
“Damn,” Aelffrith sulked, passing over a silver round.  “I was sure she had her sights set on you, human.”
 
I could literally feel Gretch holding herself back from popping out and joining the conversation.  I sent pride in her self-restraint her way as I answered.
 
“You may be right, Aelffrith,” I replied.  “We haven’t had much chance to talk about it.”
 
“You won on a technicality,” she immediately accused Axerager. 
 
“Winnin’ is winnin’,” he crowed back happily.
 
“I’m going to go get the others,” Aelffrith grumbled, heading for the eating tent.
 
“She loves me,” Axerager declared conspiratorially when she’d gone a fair distance away.  “We’re gonna get married and have the strongest dwarven babies you’ve ever seen.”
 
“Have you met Bo’urk?” I asked.
 
“Who?”
 
“You’ll see,” I said with a hearty laugh that the twins joined me in.
 
The rest of the crew streamed out of the eating tent and gathered around.
 
“What are we standing in the sun for, Andric?” Fierg demanded.  “Take us to your magic castle.”
 
I started to laugh, but what was my nexus, if not a magic castle?
 
Adding everyone to the traveling party, I ported us all back.
 
Elyria immediately popped out and said, “I’ll get refreshments.”
 
“Is that…?” Bierg started but stopped, obviously unsure how to word his question.
 
“Elyria, my fourth wife,” I answered proudly, drawing a beaming smile from the bunny girl as she entered the kitchen.
 
“I… see.  Um, congratulations!” Bierg said, trying to manufacture some good manners.
 
I waved him off.  “I know how your people see her,” I said, giving him an out.  “Just think of me as a degenerate human.  No hard feelings.”
 
“Of course, he’s a degenerate human,” Axerager boomed, sucking the awkward tension from the room with his booming laugh.
 
“What are we here for?” Ulfgar asked, cutting to the chase.
 
“Good question,” I said, happy to move past the awkward moment.  “Let me tell you about Spines Edge.”
 




Chapter 13 – skirmish

Court, Mara, and Ceria strolled into the room just as I finished explaining the tactical situation.  I noticed Ceria dressed in the chainmail armor I’d bought her.
 
Court shot the trolls a dirty look, but Ceria distracted everyone by announcing, “I’m coming with you.”
 
“Weren’t you worried about dying outside the dungeon?” I asked.
 
Ceria wrinkled her nose adorably before replying, “I’m more concerned that I’ll die from boredom.  I don’t have a trade skill to keep me occupied as Purple and Bo’urk do.”
 
“What did you do when you weren’t fighting trolls in the dungeon?” I asked, flicking a glance at the trolls in question.
 
“Trained and waited,” she sighed.  “I can’t be a diplomat from your nexus, though, Andric.  I need to go with you on your adventures.”
 
Gretch popped out and snuggled up beside her friend, causing some low murmuring from the trolls at her new appearance.
 
“You should take her, Chief,” Gretch agreed.  “We all know how good she is in a fight.”
 
Ceria blushed a deeper shade of red at Gretch’s proximity and praise, but I noticed her red tail wrap affectionately around my hob-succubus’ ankle.
 
“Okay, you can come,” I said.  “This is going to be a combat mission, though.  I don’t know how much diplomacy you’ll be able to accomplish.”
 
Gretch kissed the smiling kobold on the cheek and disappeared.
 
“I’m happy she’s on our side, for once,” Bierg said.  “If we didn’t fight her five-on-one every time, she’d definitely have killed some of us.”
 
That matter settled, I ported us all to the prominent plateau in the center of Spine’s Edge.
 
Dusk was approaching by the time we reached the grove of trees that we’d been ambushed at before.  The climb down had been prolonged, given the trolls had never made the trip before.
 
Ulfgar and Court checked it out ahead of us as a precaution, but the bodies were still there, if slightly chewed, and no new enemies had taken up residence.
 
We all entered the cover of the grove for a brief break.
 
“I know the best way to approach,” Court said, her blue eyes glowing in the gloom beneath the trees.  “What is the plan, once we reach them?”
 
I glanced at Bierg, not having formed a solid plan myself.
 
A wicked grin formed on his face. 
 
“We are going to have to be like wolves,” he said.  “We hit them, then run.  You said these crocodile-kin are slow?”
 
“They don’t run fast, but they fight fast enough,” I clarified. 
 
“Is the camp divided by race?” he asked Court.
 
“The crocs are north and east, orcs south and west.  I didn’t see the humans’ camp.”
 
“They are the ones running the show,” I explained.  “If we can get to them, the others may fall apart.”
 
Fierg nodded and said, “We have to thin the herd first, anyway.”
 
“Here’s the plan,” Bierg continued.
 
We got our first look at the enemy camp about two hours later.  The campfires ringing the gremlin’s butte appeared to be stretched pitifully thin around the perimeter. 
 
Two hundred or so troops were obviously insufficient to properly siege the high town.  A lone siege weapon fired a flaming payload periodically, but the projectile burst upon the cliff face more often than it reached the top.  I imagined it was still no picnic in the town above.
 
We crouched in a defilade of boulders that formed a long, open-ended box about a mile to the east as we observed the distant siege camp.
 
“Now we wait,” Bierg declared. “Get some sleep if you can.  One-hour watch rotations.  Andric, you and your kobold have the first watch.  Wake Axerager and Aelffrith for the second, Fierg and I for the third, Aelfled and Ulfgar for the next, then Court and Troat, and they will wake up everyone for the attack.
 
Eager to be well-rested for the fight ahead, everyone bedded down as soon as the watch was assigned.  Most didn’t even unpack bedrolls but lay on their packs in the cool night air.  I noticed that Axerager and Aelfled did take the time to dig out blankets and smirked.
 
Finding a comfortable spot beside a boulder, I leaned against it to break up my silhouette and gazed in the direction of the camp.
 
Ceria sank down beside me and wrapped her tail around my calf.
 
I glanced over at her, but she just smirked and stared off into the distance.
 
“Pretty night,” she hummed.
 
I stifled a laugh at her awkward attempt at small talk.
 
“Give her a chance, Chief,” Gretch demanded.  “I bet she’ll be the most beautiful pair of dragon skin boots if you bond her.”
 
“That is not how it works,” Skryvonna cut in.  “If she becomes proper armor, she will start as chest armor and expand every five levels until she is a full suit.”
 
“Dragon scale armor!” Gretch continued, utterly unimpressed by Skryvonna’s explanation.  “Wouldn’t that be better than wearing bug parts?”
 
I expected an explosion, but Skryvonna just sighed in exasperation.
 
“You’re learning not to let her get to you,” I thought with approval.
 
“She finally got laid, your mean,” Gretch thought with a chuckle.
 
“I would like to be getting laid again right now instead of sitting in this boulder field and listening to you prattle, slut,” Skryvonna thought, her composure cracking.
 
“Me, too,” Elyria agreed emphatically. 
 
“Wouldn’t we all,” Gill mused.
 
“At least you hussies are getting some,” Tic grumped. 
 
I was distracted from the internal conversation when Ceria’s tail flexed and climbed higher up my leg.
 
“You have my permission,” Gretch giggled.  “Even if she isn’t allowed to bind with you… yet.”
 
“You do realize all of my wives are in my head?” I asked Ceria.
 
“I wouldn’t do this if they weren’t,” she replied, her tail coiling a little higher.  “I’m sure they would make their displeasure known, if they objected.”
 
I glanced over at her and saw that secretive smile on her lips.
 
“You really want in?” I asked.
 
“Really,” she said, her smile growing a fraction.
 
“Why?” I asked.
 
“I’ve been… repressed living in the dungeon,” she said quietly, her eyes still tracking the horizon.  “I haven’t forgotten what you did for us, you know.”
 
“The dungeon did reward me for that,” I said, grabbing the tip of her tail, stopping its progress mid-thigh.
 
“I haven’t,” she said, sighing in disappointment that I’d ruined her fun.
 
“I’m flattered, really,” I said, absently stroking my thumb over the smooth skin of her tail.  “You’re beyond hot, but I’ve got four wives and am sure to acquire more.  Why would you want me with all that baggage?”
 
“Oh, I want a few of them as well,” she purred.  “Keep doing that.”
 
Noticing what I was doing, I started to drop her tail but shrugged and started rubbing it a little more vigorously.  What could it hurt?”
 
“Gretch certainly wants you as well,” I said, warming up to the idea as she began to rhythmically squeeze my thigh in time with my caresses.
 
“I wouldn’t kick her out of bed, either” Elyria thought with a girlish giggle.
 
Not hearing any dissent, I moved my hand to the base of her tail and rubbed it up to her spine.
 
“I’ll tell you what,” I said.  “If you can get the dungeon to agree to let me have you, I’ll bind you as a Summon.  I’m still not sure how I feel about sleeping with non-wives.  It’s not like I actually need more women.”
 
“I’ll try,” she murmured, her face falling.  “What if this mission takes a week?  They can’t come out here and satisfy your needs, can they?”
 
“I’m not so weak that I can’t last a week,” I muttered with a stifled chuckle.
 
“Oh,” she said. 
 
“Also, I promised that I would tier Tic up before I spend soul gems on anyone else.  It may be a while before I can bind you, even if you get permission,” I said gently.
 
“Okay,” she said, nodding sadly. “At least you’re true to your Summons.  I can respect that.”
 
“Do you two need more time?” Axerager’s voice interrupted with a quiet chuckle.
 
I glanced up to his dopy grin and spied Aelffrith right behind him.
 
“I’m ready to get some sleep,” I replied, ignoring his innuendo.
 
We stood and traded spots with the unlikely couple.
 
I found a spot mostly clear of stones, lay my pack down for a pillow, and stretched out.
 
“Can I lay with you?” Ceria asked quietly.  “I can hardly sleep alone.  I’m so used to balling up with my nest mates that I haven’t slept well since you acquired my services.
 
I raised an arm, and she took the invitation to curl up as my little spoon.  I pulled her into me and was surprised to feel warm skin and soft fabric.  She’d removed her chainmail before asking.  Smirking, I closed my eyes and tried to go to sleep.
 
“It’s time,” a voice called quietly, waking me.
 
I noticed that my hand was holding a delightful small breast and wondered if I’d put it there in my sleep, or if Ceria had moved it where she wanted it.
 
“She did it,” Elyria informed me with a giggle.
 
I sat up, and Ceria groaned with disappointment but rolled to a sitting position and began struggling into her chain shirt.
 
Soon we all gathered around Bierg, ready to carry out his plan.
 
“Any questions?” he asked.
 
Receiving a round of silent headshakes, he said, “Ready up.”
 
Court, Vierna, Aelfled, Ulfgar, and I grounded our packs and limbered up while everyone else dispersed around the boulders.  Once we were all ready, we crept out towards the enemy camp. 
 
As we approached, I cast Gorgon’s gaze and looked through my shield, pleased to discover I could see the landscape as if I were looking through a grayscale version of night vision goggles.  Every detail of my surroundings became as crisp as daylight, if not as colorful.
 
“Three-hundred meters ahead and slightingly to our right,” I murmured, spying the first perimeter sentry and wishing I’d explained the clockface method of telling directions to my team.
 
“I’ll take this one,” Aelfled murmured. 
 
“I’ll back you up,” Court whispered, surprising me.
 
They both vanished from even my enhanced sight before I could comment on it, though.
 
The rest of us crouched in a small fold in the land and waited.
 
The small croc had good discipline, never glancing back to the fires and hindering his night vision.  My heart began pounding in my ears as I waited.
 
With a flicker of movement, Aelfled became visible as he rammed one of his fat, curved blades into the side of the sentry’s neck and viciously ripped it out the front.
 
Another sentry that I hadn’t seen rose from the shadow of a boulder and opened his mouth to cry out.  A spearpoint emerged from his open mouth, stopping his warning before it could start.
 
“Let’s go,” I grunted quietly, shuffling forward to meet our assassins at the sentry post.
 
Once there, I scanned for more perimeter guards but didn’t see any.
 
“There’s not enough of them to post a proper night watch,” Aelfled spat, disgust in his voice.
 
“Don’t sound too upset by it,” I murmured back as we continued our slow stalk forward. 
 
Several figures slept around the nearest campfire, but two more stood on duty, silhouetting themselves against the fire as they bitched to each other in the time-honored tradition of soldiers everywhere.
 
I caught some complaints about the Tormians but mostly ignored them as I looked for more guards.
 
“Just those two,” I reported.
 
Aelfled and Court ghosted off without a word.
 
The sentries stiffened simultaneously as our infiltrators struck, silently killing them both.
 
So far, so good, I thought as we moved in on the sleeping camp.  I let my shield dissipate in favor of dual fist blades as we reached the group of around twenty sleeping croc soldiers.
 
Vierna and Ulfgar stayed back and kept watch as we began our grisly work.
 
I slammed my bladed fist under the chin of the largest sleeping croc I could find while my companions did the same.  The massive body spasmed, and I switched one fist blade out for my pick, needing the extra strength to hold down the creature’s enormous tail, but I wasn’t silent enough.
 
A female croc right beside my victim rolled to her feet, looked right at me, and said, “You fart in your sleep, asshole.”
 
I lunged forward, intent on braining her with my pick, but her eyes cleared even as I started to move.
 
“Attack!” she wailed as she threw herself backward and dodged my blow.
 
I took a step forward, intending to finish her, but Ulfgar shouted, “Flee!”
 
With a groan of frustration, I turned and sprinted into the night with my companions as a cry went up from the attacked camp.
 
Ulfgar released a steady stream of arrows as I passed him but stopped firing and followed as soon as we were clear. 
 
The crocs streamed out of their camp in various stages of undress, but they couldn’t keep up with us.
 
“We’re going to lose them,” Vierna called, and we all rested while Ulfgar peppered our pursuers with arrows.
 
“Gotta keep ‘em interested,” he jested, grinning as he fired.
 
Horns sounded in the distance, and figures began streaming from more camps as a more significant portion of the army took up the pursuit.
 
“Let’s go,” I said, turning and leading the way back to our camp.
 
Halfway there, hoofbeats drummed the ground, drawing my attention.
 
“Riders,” Court called, stopping everyone.
 
Casting Gorgon’s sight again, I found the approaching riders in the distance.  From the direction they were traveling, I guessed they didn’t know exactly where we were yet.
 
“They don’t see us yet,” I called and resumed my fast jog, listening to the hoofbeats as they drew closer. 
 
“I think they just got directions,” Court called, stopping us again.
 
Sure enough, the riders had met with our closest pursuers and now bore down straight at us.
 
“We won’t make it,” Ulfgar grunted, unlimbering his bow and firing at the approaching riders.
 
Our group shook out into a loose skirmish line.  Vierna shot a few fireballs.  The lead horse went up in a pillar of flame, dumping its rider and tangling up the horse behind it, but a magical barrier flared up and deflected her next few bolts.
 
Ulfgar’s arrows began glowing green.  One pierced a magical barrier and blasted a rider off his horse, but the rest came on.
 
I crouched and fired Azrael’s Bolas as fast as I could at the running legs of the beasts. 
 
One bola slipped under a shield and fouled a horse’s legs.  It went down hard, violently tossing its rider out of the saddle.
 
When they were less than fifty meters away, Vierna motioned, and a wall of flames sprung up behind us.  The two lead pursuers tumbled through the conflagration, the horses burned and flailing.
 
The firewall suddenly extinguished as if it had never been, five dogged pursuers still riding hard for our line.
 
“Mage!” Vierna warned.
 
Four riders raised javelins and hurled them at us.  I managed to manifest the Obsidian Eye and block the one aimed at me.  A snarl to my left told me that Ulfgar hadn’t been so lucky.
 
Then they were upon us.
 
A rider flashed by me, sword extended in a decapitating strike.  I took the blow on my shield, but I was off-balance, and the force behind it knocked me sprawling.
 
“No,” A feminine shriek echoed in my mind, though I couldn’t determine who’d made it. 
 
I looked up in time to see Elyria appear in the saddle behind the rider.   She brought her crescent blades together in a scissoring motion on the rider’s neck before vanishing. 
 
It appeared that she hadn’t accomplished anything for a split second before the rider’s head lolled back, only attached to his body by his spine.
 
“Good job,” I thought, springing back to my feet.  I sprinted to the nearest rider as he circled Aelfled, who frantically dodged and blocked with his massive knives.
 
Raising a hand, I sent a bola that struck the rider in the back and pitched him from the saddle, his arms pinned to his torso.
 
Aelfled’s knives flashed, and the soldier died before he struck the ground.
 
A boom shook the ground, drawing my attention.
 
Vierna stood before the last rider, glowing red barrier before her as the rider flung lightning at her.
 
A shadow peeled itself from the ground beside the enemy mage’s mount.  The shadow launched a spear through the rider’s skull, and the lightning abruptly fizzled out.  Court stepped forward, revealing a javelin protruding from her shoulder where it’d passed entirely through her body.
 
I glanced around and saw that all the riders were down, but our foot pursuit was closing the distance.
 
“Ulfgar can’t run,” Vierna called, bending to sweep the fallen ranger upright.  Ulfgar grimaced, favoring his left leg.
 
Jogging over, I slung him over my shoulders in the most awkward fireman’s carry in history.  He was so much taller than me that his feet nearly touched the ground in front of me. 
 
“Go!” I bellowed, waiting until Court got in front of me before following the group.  Counting the heads bobbing in the gloom, I was relieved to find that we hadn’t lost anyone.
 
An arrow whistled by me in the darkness, puckering my butthole right up.  Unable to crouch with the lanky troll over my shoulders, I just grit my teeth and picked up the pace.
 
Vierna turned and cast another fire wall behind us.
 
I noticed this one was much smaller, but at least it obscured us from the archers.
 
“It won’t last long!” she cried.
 
Remembering my potions, I snatched a healing potion from my bandoleer and passed it behind my head to Ulfgar.  He grunted in acknowledgment before snatching it from my hand.
 
Sprinting, I tried to hand another potion off to Court, but she just waved me off. 
 
“It’s got to come out first,” she grated, her voice tight with pain.
 
We were less than a hundred meters from the camp when Ulfgar shouted, “I’m good.”
 
Relieved, I paused long enough to set the lanky troll on his feet, and we continued on. 
 
Dashing through the kill lane we’d made from the boulders, we split and ducked behind the last pair of massive rocks when we reached the end.
 
Court muffled a scream when Troat immediately seized the javelin in her chest and pulled it through, his other hand already glowing with blue light as he poured healing mana into the ragged wound.
 
I downed a stamina potion that tasted like an electrical storm smells and peeked from behind my cover.  The fastest crocs passed the first set of stones, their chests heaving and their eyes angry.
 
One pointed at me and shouted, so I ducked my head back and waited.
 
“Now!” screamed Bierg.
 
Our entire party fell on the bewildered croc troops.  The sound of shrieking metal and screaming crocs filled the air.
 
With a deep breath, I stepped out and hurled myself into the melee, shield first.
 
A wide-eyed croc frantically chopped at me, but I quickly blocked and slammed my pick through his head with a counterstroke.
 
Another Croc lunged at me, seeing my weapon embedded in his buddy’s head.  I dissipated my pick and summoned a fist blade in the same instant, deflecting his spear thrust with my bracer before bringing my shield around and slicing off his extended hand with the razor-sharp rim.  He fell back, screaming.
 
I waded further into the melee, summoning my pick again and bringing it down on a big croc engaged with Fierg.
 
Crushing blow activated, and I blew the big croc’s shoulder apart with my pick.
 
One of the crocs flashed red and impaled me through my hip with his sword before I could even process his movement.  Snarling, I summoned both fist blades and slammed them into his chest with the speed of a lightning strike.              
 
Just as I resummoned my pick, a deafening roar split the air.  Gill’s spectral hyena head bellowed its anger to the heavens before crunching down on a foe behind me that I hadn’t seen.  The titanic head hurled the hapless soldier into his allies, scattering a defensive core that had begun to form.
 
I dismissed the pick in favor of dual fist blades again.  Leaping into the fallen troops, I slashed as fast as I could with both hands, activating shivering flurry as I surged forward.  My hands blurred with speed as frost and crystalized blood burst into the air around me.  Determined to break them before they could reorganize, I thrust the long blades into faces, necks, and groins before the skill wore off.
 
An orc rose up before me, roaring a challenge and raising her cleaver sword above her head.  Her roar turned into a strangled cry as a glowing green arrow dived down her throat. 
 
I realized that I had penetrated the enemy lines too deeply when two spears flashed towards me.  Desperately dodging, I felt a line of fire as one scraped off my pauldron and furrowed my upper arm.
 
Gill appeared before me with her mace and shield raised.
 
“Get out!” she screamed, laying into the orcs around me. 
 
“I’ll cut you an exit,” Skryvonna yelled into my mind.  “Go now!”
 
I spun, bringing up my bloody fist blades into a boxing guard as Skryvonna appeared, whirling her massive scythe before her and reaping a harvest for her god.  
“Go! Go! Don’t look back,”
Gill screamed. 
 
I felt a massive surge of lust, which confused the hell out of me for a split second before I noticed Gretch at my side, covering me with her own shield as she launched powerful blasts of lust into the enemy crowding around me.  Several orcs fell to their knees, and others just reached blindly for Gretch.
 
She moved with insane speed as she opened the throats of the graspers with a wicked short sword that I’d never seen before.  The grace, beauty, and sheer disdain with which she dispatched our enemies nearly stunned me, but Gill stumbled into my back, snapping me out of it.
 
An orc slipped past Skryvonna’s arching scythe and swiped at me with a hand axe. I dodged back, but the very tip cut a slash into my unarmored chest.  I punched the orc in the face, deforming its head as my blades punched through its skull.
 
Suddenly, Skryvonna disappeared, and I beheld Bierg and Fierg holding the line.
 
“Break!” Bierg shouted, and they opened a hole wide enough for me to slide through.
 
I hit my knees as soon as I had a moment, weariness washing over me.  Snatching a health and mana potion with one hand and energy and strength with the other, I pulled all four corks with my teeth and chugged them, nearly retching at the combined taste. 
 
Surging to my feet, I summoned my pick and shield.  My shield appeared, but my pick did not.
 
Rage bloomed in my chest as I summoned my right-hand fist blade instead.  Joining Bierg and Fierg on the line, I shield-bashed a tall croc, triggering tar blast.  The enemy was so tightly packed that four of them were caught in the steaming mess.  I quickly set to work adding new holes to their faces before they could process what had happened to them. 
 
A flaming whip flew over my shoulder and flayed open an orc’s chest.
 
Snatching a mana potion from my chest, I tossed it over my shoulder, hoping Vernia would catch it.  I was too busy blocking incoming strikes to check for the next several seconds.   If it hadn’t been for the inertial damping of the Obsidian Eye, I’d have been launched backward by the force of some of the blows raining down on my shield.  Tar blast triggered again and gave me an inch of breathing room.
 
A tiny fireball flew over my shoulder and detonated into a raging inferno when I smashed into an orc’s leering face.  The tar covering many of the soldiers ignited and forced me back.  The fire rapidly filled the narrow lane, allowing us to disengage.
 
Glancing around, for the first time in a long time, I noticed an impossible number of sprawled orc and croc bodies stretching from the entrance of the kill box all the way to the back where we now stood.
 
“Where did they all come from?” I demanded from no one in particular.
 
“Mass haste spell, I think,” Vierna panted.  “Got any more mana potions?”
 
I pulled my last one free and handed it over.  She handed it to Troat, who drank it down.
 
Looking to Troat’s feet, I saw Axerager and Aelfled unconscious.  Aelffrith crouched nearby, a belt between her teeth as she pulled it tight around the stump of her left arm.
 
“Anyone dead?” I asked. 
 
“Not yet,” the healer answered grimly. 
 
“I’ll send them to my nexus if we ever get out of combat,” I said while checking my light slate and seeing the grayed-out travel option.  “Purple will know what to do.”
 
The fires died down, and only a single figure stood across from us.  We readied our weapons. 
 
“Who the hells are you?” The woman across the guttering fire called.
 
“Santa Claus,” I snarled back.
 
“Oh, an Earth player!” she said, sounding delighted. “You’re fighting the wrong side.  Don’t you know Scott runs the biggest guild of Earth players?  What the hell are you doing fighting our army?”
 
“My bad,” I called, cursing myself for giving away information like a scrub.  “Come over here, and we can talk about it,” I invited.
 
“I don’t think so,” she cackled.  “How about you all throw down your weapons and come out of that box you’ve trapped yourselves in.”
 
“You’re going to have to come in and get us,” I answered, feigning disappointment.
 
“Very well,” she said, strolling out of the entrance to the kill box. 
 
Ranks of orcs and crocs began forming up at the mouth of our trap, neatly turning our advantage into our grave. 
 
“Well, I did say we’d get a lot of experience,” Fierg chuckled, banging his axe on his shield. 
 
A dull roar sounded in the distance, and the enemy troops began glancing about, worry on their faces.  Seconds later, some began peeling off the formation and running, looking over their shoulders.  Then the entire mass scattered.  Flaming boulders whizzed past the entrance, flattening the slowest to run. 
 
Massive detonations sounded as the horizontal rockslide pelted into the larger stones surrounding us.  One poor bastard even fled directly toward us, only to be cut down by Ulfgar before he’d gone five steps. 
 
I watched in awe and confusion as the flaming stones just kept coming.  The insane cacophony seemed to last hours, but it couldn’t have been more than minutes.  
 
As the dust settled, we all looked at each other in confusion, a spark of hope in our expressions. 
 
A tiny figure approached the entrance of our kill box, coughing and waving a hand. 
 
“Anyone alive in there?” a tiny voice, like the tinkling of a small bell, rang out.
 
“We’re alive,” Bierg called.
 
“Oh good,” the tiny person said, wandering into our battlefield without a care in the world.  “Thanks for gathering up all that fucking rabble somewhere besides right outside our front door.”
 
A stiff breeze swept through and swept away enough dust and ash for me to see who was addressing us.  A three-foot-tall brown woman with foot-long ears sauntered up and stuck out her tiny hand.
 
“Name’s Trakka,” she declared.  “I’m glad some of you survived, at least.”
 
“We all did, I think,” Fierg replied, glancing around as if surprised by his own statement. 
 
“Please,” I asked, trying not to overwhelm the small woman.  “Is there a bind point in your town?  One of my Summons died, and I’d like to check on her.  We also have badly wounded that I’d like to get to my nexus.”
 
The little woman’s huge eyes widened even further as she took in our group. 
 
“Why not just leave?” she asked.
 
“We came here to break the siege, and I have a lot to talk to you about,” I said rapidly.  I’ve got to help my friends first.  I’d rather not have to walk all the way back here, but I will if I have to.”
 
She nodded, scratching her head.  “Who sent you to break the siege?”
 
“Lastra, of the Firetail tribe,” I snapped, getting impatient. 
 
“Okay,” she said, patting the air as if I were a spooked horse.  “We don’t normally go around giving players access to our bind point, but I’ll make an exception.  Come on, then.”
 
The least wounded carried the most wounded as we trudged out of what had very nearly become our death trap.
 
Five massive machines and hundreds of gremlins greeted us as we stumbled from the confines of the kill box.  The machines, each thirty feet tall, belched smoke and rumbled.  A single massive barrel protruded from each. 
 
“Do these shoot boulders?” I asked dumbly.
 
“More like rolling them at high speed,” the tiny woman said with a chuckle.   “And before you ask, we couldn’t get them out with the army at the doorstep.  They take time to properly set up and operate.  When the entire army suddenly fucked off after you, we opened the gates and killed the sentries they left behind.  Once we saw that they were all gathered down here, we cast some illusion magic to hide our movements and drove the boulder rollers down and finished them off.”
 
I just nodded, unable to comprehend through the waves of weariness that smashed against the shores of my mind. 
 
Trakka led us to the gremlin butte, though it was unrecognizable with massive gaps around its base.  She prattled on about boulder rollers and asked questions that none of us cared enough to answer. 
 
Walking into one of the supersized doorways, it finally dawned on me that the gremlins live inside their butte, not on top of it. 
 
Finally realizing that no one was listening to her, Trakka shut up and led us through a maze of tiny houses stacked up on top of each other like Lego towers.  The sight would have been somewhere between adorable and complete insanity if I could have cared enough to take it in.
 
Stopping before the standard engraving of a bind point, Trakka just pointed, apparently miffed that we’d been ignoring her. 
 
With an extreme effort of will, I mustered the strength to talk.
 
“The Firetail tribe needs help,” I slurred, the drain from all the potions I’d consumed nearly rendering me unable to speak.  “We’ll be back soon. To talk.”
 
“Go help your friends,” Trakka said, waving me off. 
 
I double-checked everyone was in my party and took us home.
 
Stumbling across my portal room, I hoarsely shouted, “Gill!”
 
A soft mass hit me from the side, and I smelled wild honeysuckle as I was lifted off the ground.
 
My damn eyes wouldn’t focus, but I knew it was Gill.  I felt a grin split my chapped lips as the panic over her disappearance faded.  The darkness that had been swirling at the edges of my vision spiraled inwards as I fell.
 




Chapter 14 – Convalescence

I woke to the sight of a perky pair of breasts suspended above my face.  The sheer white cloth and bubblegum pink of the nipples pressing into the fabric told me that my head rested in Ceria’s lap.
“We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” I croaked, the situation instantly sparking déjà vu from the last time I’d woken up with my head in her lap, feeling like a truck had run me over.  In fact, my bed seemed to have the exact same kinds of hard and soft spots as it had last time…
 
“I told you it wouldn’t be the last time you woke up in a pile of women,” Gill said, apparently reading my mind as she leaned into my view with a worried smile on her face.
 
“Water,” I croaked, attempting to sit up.
 
“Don’t sit up,” Tic’s small voice instructed from my chest. 
 
Looking down my nose, I saw the little imp curled up contentedly on my chest, her eyes fierce as she stared back at me.
 
“Here, Sir,” Elyria said softly, bringing what I could only describe as a wooden sippy cup to my lips.
 
Unlike when I’d awoken in the Kobold chamber, my women pressed closer to me rather than slithering away.
 
Closing my gritty eyes, I played a game of ‘guess who’ as I gauged the weight and composition of the bodies pressed against me.  Skryvonna was definitely on my right, my upper arm sandwiched between her impossibly firm, medium-sized breasts.
 
Gretch was laying across my legs, judging from the modest breasts pressed into my groin and her light weight.  Gill, Elyria, and Ceria all hovered close-by.  Tic was on my chest, of course. 
 
Then… whose massive tits were pressing into my left side.  Gill and Ceria were the only ones with large breasts…oh.
 
“Hello, Purple,” I rasped with a grin.
 
“She would not leave your side,” Skryvonna muttered from my right.  Those giant, pleasant mounds shifted as Purple leaned in to look at my eyes.
 
“I couldn’t,” Purple declared, painfully peeling one eye further open and inspecting it before repeating the process with the other.  “It’s all my fault you nearly died.  I thought you knew better than to take that many potions in such a short amount of time.”
 
I rasped a chuckle that hurt every joint in my body. 
 
“Those potions saved my life, pretty troll,” I forced out.  “I’d lost Gill and wouldn’t have been able to stand up to the beating I took on the front line without them.”
 
Gill reached through the press of bodies and pressed her hand reassuringly against my chest.
 
I flicked my eyes to Elyria, and she dutifully brought the sippy cup back to my lips with a gentle smile on her lips.
 
“Sorry, Gill,” I murmured when I could talk again.  “Should have never pressed so far forward.”
 
“You could not see the battle as we could,” Skryvonna spoke up, wiggling herself tighter against my side.  “Your companions were falling apart.  That stupid dwarf went down and opened a hole in the line.  Orcs were flanking your friends despite the best efforts of Court and the others in the second line.”
 
She paused and kissed my shoulder before continuing.  “When you followed Gill’s ability with a one-man counter assault, it allowed the twins and Mara to reform.  It still wouldn’t have been enough if you hadn’t drunk all those potions like a stupid lunatic and anchored them.”
 
She looked like she wanted to hit me but couldn’t find a safe spot to strike.  I rasped a one-syllable chuckle before the pain bled the humor from the situation.
 
“Did everyone make it out?” I asked.
 
“More or less,” Gretch sighed, burrowing deeper between my legs and laying her head in my lap.
 
“Some of the trolls are badly injured,” Purple elaborated with a smirk down at the content hob-succubus.  “Axerager is in worse shape than you, from what I hear.  Mara has some wounds, but they’re healing.  Aelffrith lost a hand, but it’ll grow back in time.”
 
“You haven’t checked on them?” I asked, surprised.
 
“They have Troat,” Purple answered with a one-armed shrug that rolled her breast heavily on my shoulder.  “I gave them a few healing potions.  They are not my people, nor my responsibility, though.  Most of my people are in this room.”
 
I didn’t bother analyzing her words.  If she considered us her tribe, so be it.
 
“How are you feeling?” Gretch asked, brazenly nuzzling my crotch through the sheets.
 
Gill reached over and slapped her ass, shooting the horny little creature an admonishing glare.  Gretch sighed and flopped her head back down on my thigh rather than seek retribution.
 
“Rough,” I answered, though I was sporting a half chub from Gretch’s momentary attention, not to mention literally laying in a pile of beautiful women.
 
“I am going to equip while they take care of you,” Skryvonna announced.  “Tic said it may help to have me, Gretch, and Gill equipped once you woke.”
 
Gretch climbed up my body, dislodging a protesting Tic on her way to my face.
 
Her crystalline violet eyes peered into mine from her impossibly beautiful face, only her cute tiny tusk marring its symmetrical perfection.
 
“I love you, Chief,” she declared solemnly.  “Don’t you dare die on me.”
 
She lowered her full green lips to mine and kissed me tenderly before vanishing.  Instantly, I felt less pain as her durability buff washed over me.
 
“Yes, do not die,” Skryvonna agreed.  “I like it here… most of the time.”
 
My armor appeared on my chest, sans the spikes, further reinforcing my constitution.
 
Tic floated down in front of my face and shook an admonishing finger at me.
 
“You had better not die before binding me.  I really, really don’t want to be stuck in the overworld as a damn necklace.  I don’t know if it’ll help, but I’ll equip also.”
 
She vanished, and the fog in my head began to clear, though I didn’t physically feel any better with the addition of her buffs.
 
“I’m the best choice for a weapon against your injuries,” Gill announced with a slightly sad smile.  “Get better soon.  You’ve got to punish me for dying when you needed me in combat.”
 
“No, Gill…” I began to protest, but she put a finger to my lips, silencing me.  “For me, husband?”
 
I sighed and nodded, unable to deny her anything, especially when she looked at me with those pleading golden orbs.
 
“I love you, Master,” she whispered, kissing me gently before disappearing.
 
I willed my equipment to the side of the bed Skryvonna had vacated, and Elyria reverently set each piece on a nearby table. 
 
“Where’s Mara?” I asked, looking around the room.  Court lounged in one of the overstuffed chairs in a corner, but Mara was nowhere to be seen.              
 
“She’s sleeping in her room,” Elyria murmured.
 
“How bad is she hurt?” I asked.
 
“Not as bad as you,” Purple said, taking advantage of fewer people being around me, and carefully placed a thick thigh over my legs.
 
I gazed up at Ceria’s face between her breasts. 
 
“What about you?” I asked. 
 
She crawled up to her knees and leaned over me while pulling up her shirt, displaying a healing gash across her ribs, along with a toned stomach and fascinating swirling patterns of scales.  I got an eyeful of perky under-boob as a bonus.
 
“Croc with a chopping sword,” she explained.  “Would have been much worse if I hadn’t been wearing armor.  Broke some ribs, but Purple says they should heal well.”
 
“I wish you would level me up so that I could cover you more completely,” Skryvonna thought. “You are sliced up everywhere I was not covering.”
 
“I’ll have to check on how much experience that fight got me,” I replied.
 
“I blocked a few shots with that new ability my shield has,” Gretch volunteered.
 
Not even remembering the skill activating, I just nodded my head in acknowledgement.
 
“How long have I been out?” I asked the room.
 
“About ten hours,” Elyria said.
 
“Gotta get up, then,” I declared with a heavy sigh.  “We need to get back before I run out of nexus time.”
 
Purple removed her leg from mine and helped me stand, albeit slowly.  Besides feeling like powdered glass filled my joints, it was easy.
 
“I’ll help you walk,” Purple said, wrapping an arm around me and filling my nostrils with the somewhat tangy smell of the reagents she worked with.  “You can take a healing potion before you leave the nexus.  It will help some, but only one.” 
 
Nodding, I said, “Let’s go see everyone.”
 
The other women in the room followed as a loose entourage while Purple half-carried me down the hall.
 
“Do you want to stop by Mara’s room?” Purple asked, pausing before a doorway.
 
“Probably should,” I grunted.
 
Elyria stepped up and knocked lightly.
 
“Come in,” said a muffled voice from behind the door. 
 
I gasped when I saw Mara’s black and blue face, and her swollen eyes.  Her raccoon mask somehow made the bruising seem even worse.
 
She barked a high pitch laugh before saying, “You should have seen it before the healing potion.”
 
I registered that she wore one of Elyria’s maid dresses and raised an eyebrow.
 
“I knew it.  I look ridiculous,” she growled, pulling the dress over her head, revealing bronze skin striped with the swirling tan lines where the woad paint had been.  She thrust her more-than-a-mouthful-sized breasts out defiantly, almost daring me to stare at them. 
 
In no shape to admire her compact body, my gaze never flickered from her face.
 
“The mace broke the woad’s enchantment, so I took a bath,” she huffed.  “Court’s clothes are too long, and Ceria’s are too small.” 
 
“Let’s go to the kiosk,” I grumbled.  “Grab a sheet and cover yourself up.”
 
She briefly looked like she would argue, but she nodded and spun to start stripping the sheet from her bed.
 
This time, I did look.  It draws the eye when a woman bends over with a perfect ass like hers.  When a woman with a raccoon tail bends over and presents her flawless ass beneath it, I challenge anyone, male or female, that would claim they wouldn’t check it out.
 
She glanced over her shoulder and caught me, but I was too beat up to give a shit.  Rather than cover up, she swished her bushy tail a bit and wiggled her ass.
 
“Your face looks worse than it is, it would seem,” Court commented dryly from the doorway.
 
Blushing cutely, the rakkin woman quickly swirled a sheet around herself and followed us out the door. 
 
“Help her get clothes and armor,” I muttered to Ceria once we reached the portal room.
 
Minutes later, I was treated to another brief glance of Mara’s tight little body as she changed into leather armor. 
 
Already at the Kiosk, I pulled up the quest list and checked my experience gains.
Quest: Tribal Politics, Part 2
 
The Fire Tail Kitsune Tribe is under a Tormian siege.
 
The Fire Tail Chief has tasked you with contacting allied tribes and bringing them to her aid.
 
Bonus: You will receive bonus rewards based on how many tribes come to aid.
 
Update: You have contacted the Longstrider Gremlin Tribe
 
Convince the Longstrider Gremlin Tribe to aid your cause
 
Bonus Quest: Breaker of Chains
 
The Fire Tail Kitsune Chief mentioned that she wanted to know the location of either the slave route or slave camp maintained by the Tormian empire.
 
Find the slaves’ camp or the slavers’ route and report to the Fire Tail Tribal Chief
 
Bonus: Free or retake tribal slaves
 
Quest: A new Alpha
 
A former Blackpaw Matriarch suggested that you and Gill remake her old tribe since she is an Alpha.
 
The first step in rebuilding the tribe is securing a place to live. 
 
Destroy, buy off, or drive out the Crocodilians that have usurped Blackpaw lands.
Quest: Solve the Gremlin Problem
 
The Longstrider Gremlin Tribe is under siege
 
Help the Longstrider Tribe Break the Siege or Help the Empire of Torm crush the Gremlins
 
Quest Complete:
 
You have greatly assisted the Longstrider Gremlin Tribe in their efforts to break the Tormian siege
 
Bonus: You and your forces killed over half the enemy.
 
Rewards:  5000 exp, 3 soul gems, 100 silver
 
Substantial increase in reputation with the Longstrider Gremlin Tribe.
 
You have lost reputation with the Bogbreaker Crocodilian Tribe.
 
You have lost reputation with the Crumbling Hill Orc Tribe
 
You have lost reputation with the Empire of Torm
Frowning at all the lost reputation, I scrolled passed lines and lines of combat text to find my experience totals.
Combat Exp 12,246
 
For killing over ten opponents of a similar level in a single battle, you are awarded: 1000 bonus exp and 2 soul gems
 
Total Experience Points:  20,890
 
Soul Gems: 6
I didn’t think I’d personally killed ten enemies, but I wasn’t going to turn down the bonus.
 
“I think you definitely killed more than ten with your own hands, but you aren’t taking your Summons into consideration,” Tic answered my idle thoughts.  “Gretch probably killed twenty by herself.”
 
I shuddered when I recalled the look of sheer disdain on Gretch’s face as she casually slit the throats of crocs and orcs alike, all while they desperately reached for her without a thought for their own safety.  Her eyes had been flat as gemstones, her movements swift and fluid as lightning as she cut the enemy down in droves.  If she ever looked at me with that level of sheer dismissal in her expression, I’d die of a broken heart.
 
“Don’t be daft, Chief,” Gretch piped up.  “I’m not capable of looking at you like those pathetic worms.  I love you.”
 
“Love you too, sweetie,” I thought in return, glad that we had bonded before she’d gained her frightening powers.
 
“Gill and I did not do too badly, ourselves, Andric,” Skryvonna reminded me.  “Even Elyria killed that horseman.”
 
“Thank you all for keeping me alive,” I thought ardently.
 
“Are you going to summon or bond anyone, now that you have six soul gems?” Tic asked.
 
“I’m not going back on my promise, Tic.” I thought.
 
“Are you still mad that I converted Gretch to Apollyon?” she asked.
 
“Nah, seems to be working out.”
 
“Good.  I’ll tell you about her sometime.  You may be able to gain benefits from worshipping her,” Tic thought happily.
 
“I’m not real big on worshipping any god,” I responded warily.
 
“You don’t know how Apollyon likes to be worshipped,” she snorted.  “She accepts gratuitous sexual acts more readily than devout prayers.”
 
“Ready,” Mara announced, pulling a last stubborn strap tight.
 
“I want to take a bath, myself, before going to see everyone else,” I decided. 
 
“Good idea,” Elyria said, playfully waving a hand before her nose.
 
I forced a smile, genuinely happy that she was comfortable enough to pick on me a little.
 
“I got you, Chief,” Purple said, helping me to my feet once more. 
 
Some of my joints were limbered up, now that I’d moved around a bit, but my hip still screamed with every step towards the bath.  Noticing my winces, Purple sighed and removed a red vial from a small bandoleer around her thigh. 
 
“This is my greatest healing potion yet,” she said, holding it out to me.  “It’s going to drain you, but it should help.  You need to eat as soon as possible to compensate.”
 
Nodding, I leaned more heavily against her soft body as I downed the potion.
 
“Thanks,” I said, handing her back the empty vial.
 
“Try not to get so hurt next time,” she said softly, a worried look in her pink eyes.  “There are no potions to bring people back from death.”
 
“I’ll see what I can do,” I said through a smirk.  It did seem like the closer I came to death, the greater the rewards I received.  The experience points from the battle hadn’t been close to what I’d gained from the Swarm queen, but it was nothing to scoff at either.
 
“I’ll wait out here with Mara,” Court announced as we passed through the great room.
 
Mara narrowed her swollen eyes at the panther girl but reluctantly nodded and wandered off to find a comfortable seat.
 
The pain in my hip had gone from searing pain to an insidious throbbing ache by the time we made it to the baths.  Greatest potion indeed.
 
Purple and Elyria got to work removing the myriad bandages over my clothes.  As the wraps came off, I realized that someone had cut massive swaths of my clothes off to get at the wounds.
 
“I’ll run and get him some more clothes,” Elyria said, suiting action to words and leaving me alone with Ceria and Purple. 
 
They both stripped their clothes off as though it were the most natural thing in the world, and I supposed communal bathing probably was routine for them.  That didn’t make it any easier for me to keep my eyes off Purple’s truly spectacular breasts and hips, or Ceria’s supple body with its fascinating swirling patterns of red scales.
 
Purple did blush a bit as she removed my clothes, her silver-dollar-sized, deep purple nipples stiffening as they made unavoidable contact with my skin.
 
“I think I can finish undressing myself,” I said with a chuckle.
 
“We don’t mind,” Ceria spoke up, pulling the tattered remains of my belt through its loops and sliding it from around my waist.
 
“Just hold yourself steady on me,” Purple said, her dimples making an appearance as she pressed her pillowy breasts into my chest.
 
“We decided you can have either, or both,” Gill suddenly thought.  “Even if they don’t become bonds.”
 
“Sweet of you, babe,” I thought back, “but I’m not even sure I’m capable at the moment.”
 
“I could help…” Gretch thought.
 
“Don’t you dare.” I admonished.  “I have to be able to walk out of here.”
 
Ceria deftly removed my pants and boxers while I was distracted by my Summons.  Purple giggled softly as she led me to the perpetually warm bath, still supporting my weight by unnecessarily pressing her sinfully curvy body against mine.  This caused a certain unavoidable biological response from me, but I just pretended I wasn’t sporting a massive erection as I slid beneath the water.
 
Ceria and Purple were just soaping up a couple of rags when Elyria returned.  Seeing us all in the water, she quickly slipped out of her clothes, revealing her newly strengthened and delightfully curvy body before sliding into the water with us.
 
Soon three washcloths were scrubbing me down.  I gave in to temptation and relaxed into the comfort of Purple’s slippery breasts behind me.  She stopped scrubbing and wrapped her arms around my chest, keeping me upright.
 
A hazy euphoria washed over me as the wholly inhuman and utterly beautiful women washed me down.  I was nearly drowsing against the rhythm of Purple’s deep breaths when a hand wrapped around my rigid cock.
 
Prying my eyes open, I saw Ceria blush nearly as scarlet as her scales as she ‘washed’ my manhood. 
 
“I told her she could.  Is it okay?” Elyria asked, concern in her shimmering green eyes.
 
“Yeah,” I muttered, relaxing back into Purple’s plush body.  After letting Ceria play for a while, I murmured, “I think it’s clean.”
 
“Oh, of course,” she said, pulling her hands away as if I burned her. 
 
“Want me to finish?” Elyria questioned, an eager smile on her lips.  “We want you to be relaxed, after all.”
 
“I don’t think I’m much use right now, sweetie,” I said with a smile.  Only Elyria could make an offer like that seem so sweet and wholesome.
 
“Oh,” she said, surprise in her expression.  “You don’t have to do anything, sir.  I was offering to take care of you.  I’m sure Purple won’t mind supporting your weight.” She flicked a playful grin over my shoulder at Purple.
 
I started to object but came to my senses. 
 
“Only you, Elyria.  I’m not starting a new physical relationship with anyone else in this state.”
 
Ceria’s gaze fell, and she asked, “Do you want me to leave?”
 
“You don’t have to leave, but please don’t try to participate… this time,” I said.
 
Ceria nodded happily and backed away. 
 
“Can I still hold you up?” Purple asked, as Elyria’s hand snaked around me, crushing the last of my already flimsy resistance.
 
“Sure, Purple,” I said, feeling like some mega-rich asshole from the sheer indulgence of the situation.
 
“Can you sit on the top step?” Elyria asked, licking her blue lips.
 
“Pretty sure,” I groaned, though, from anticipation rather than pain this time.
 
“I want to play, too,” Gretch announced.
 
“Not this time,” I thought.  “If you come out of there, we’ll all be caught up in an orgy until the nexus timer runs out.”
 
Purple helped me to the top step, only a couple of inches below the water.  Sitting behind me, she cradled me in her lap, and I let my head rest on her massive bosom as Elyria went down on me. 
 
Her cool lips parted around the crown, and she quickly took me into the inferno of her throat.  Purple began rubbing my chest and stomach muscles, but I lacked the willpower to admonish her as I melted from Elyria’s ministrations. 
 
She gripped my thighs and forced herself all the way down to my base, intent on giving me as much pleasure as fast as she could.  Apparently, she was a pleaser.   I could relate, usually deriving the most satisfaction from bringing pleasure to my partner, so I didn’t insist that she slow down or go easy when she began taking me rapidly and deeply. 
 
I caught a glimpse of Ceria’s flushed face from the corner of my eye.  The sexy kobold unabashedly jilled herself beneath the surface of the water as she watched Elyria give me a world-class blow job.
 
Unable to take my eyes from Ceria, I watched her small perky breasts wobble as she frigged herself, fascinated by the light pink nipples and the ruby scale patterns that framed her breasts.
 
I felt the pressure begin to build in my groin in no time.  Not having the time or inclination to hold back, I murmured, “I’m about to cum.”
 
“Mmmm,” Elyria responded in an affirmative tone.
 
That vibration was all it took to send me spiraling over the edge into a powerful orgasm.  I unconsciously grabbed the base of Elyria’s soft ears and pulled her into me, unloading deep into her throat. 
 
When my orgasm abated, I released her, afraid I’d caused her discomfort.
 
She slowly pulled off me, keeping firm suction until I came out of her mouth with a shudder and a pop.
 
“Didn’t want to spill any in the bath,” she declared with a deep breath and a contented smile.
 
Mind clear of the sex haze that had enthralled me, I gently pressed Purple’s thighs apart from where she’d locked them into my waist at some point.
 
“Oh, sorry,” she murmured.
 
“No problem,” I replied, feeling like the cat that ate the canary as I slowly stood on my own power.  Apparently, the potent healing potion had time to do its thing while I was distracted, because the pain in my hip was tolerable enough for me to walk over to my clothes.
 
Elyria insisted on helping me dress as Purple and Ceria toweled off and dressed, talking quietly to each other.
 
“I feel much better,” I said with a grin to Elyria.  “Thanks, sweetie.”
 
“Of course, Sir,” she said, kissing my cheek before turning to find her own clothes.  I admired her thick, muscular ass and thighs as she put on a little show while squeezing into her leather booty shorts.
 
Once dressed, we made our way back to the main room, where Court shot me a disapproving sneer before she and Mara fell back into the group.
 
“Um, where are the barracks?” I asked.
 
“Follow me,” Court said sharply. 
 
Bierg opened the door just as we approached.
 
“He lives!” The big troll boomed happily.
 
“He does,” I agreed, exchanging a hearty forearm shake with my friend.
 
“Is everyone okay?” I asked.
 
He bobbed his bald head from side to side in the universal gesture of, ‘you could say that’ before answering.
 
“We should send Axerager and Aelffrith home.  Probably Vierna, as well.”
 
“Vierna’s hurt?” I asked, surprised no one had mentioned it. 
 
“Extreme mana exhaustion,” he replied.  “No cure for it.  She’ll be down for a week at least.  Troat isn’t much better off.  Neither of them had fully recovered from the fight with the Swarm queen.”
 
“Fair enough,” I said.  “They can stay here if they want.”
 
“Generous of you, but they’ll probably want to head home for now,” he replied.  “Aelfled will probably go with them.  He’s an ass, but he looks out for his sister.”
 
“I’ll miss his skills, if not his sunny personality,” I said with a chuckle.  “Can you round everyone up and meet me in the portal room? We have to get out soon.  I don’t want to be stuck waiting till midnight before we can come back.”
 
“Sure, no problem,” Bierg said, clapping me on the shoulder.  “We’ll be right there.”
 
Ten minutes later, all the trolls and a cut-up Axerager straggled into the portal room as I snacked on a sandwich that Elyria had brought for me.
 
“I can’t thank you all enough for helping me out,” I said, popping the last bite into my mouth and shaking forearms around the circle.
 
“Don’t worry,” Aelfled snarked.  “Bierg will make sure we get our share of the loot from the battlefield.”
 
“No one died,” Fierg said, shooting a warning look at Aelfled. “And we made a lot of experience like I knew we would,” he finished with a laugh.
 
“True enough,” Aelfled said with a shrug.
 
I knelt by Axerager, who’d been carried in.  His labored breathing worried me, but he waved a hand, gasping out, “Got my lung… but Troat’s keeping it from filling up.”
 
“Purple, give him the strongest health potion we have left,” I demanded.
 
She immediately slipped a vial from her thigh holster and poured it down the dwarf’s throat before he could protest.
 
Axerager coughed a few times before wheezing, “Thanks!”
 
“I did it for Aelffrith,” I said with a chuckle, “How are you supposed to wait on her hand and foot if you’re all wheezy and shit?”
 
Axerager acknowledged the joke with a nod and a grin, sticking his hand out to shake my forearm.               
 
“We’ll have to do some PvP once I heal up,” he said.
 
“I’m planning on it,” I replied.  “Seems like the best way to safely train on what I’ve been learning.”
 
“It is that,” the dwarf agreed.
 
I ported the badly injured home, leaving only Bierg, Fierg, and Ulfgar with us from the original party. 
 
“Well, you ready to go talk to that gremlin lady?” I asked the entire group.
 
“Ready to go collect our spoils,” Fierg said with a laugh, right before I ported us all back.
 




Chapter 15 – Gremlins

A legion of gremlins raised blowguns to their lips as we materialized.
 
“Woah!” I said, summoning my gear and throwing my shield up before my face.
 
“Hold!” A familiar high-pitched voice shrieked from the front of the gremlin formation. 
 
Trakka strolled out from the army of tense gremlins and said, “You’ll have to excuse them.  We did just have a hostile army at the gates.  Some of the council members feared you were tricking us, gaining access to the bind point so you could bring an army through.”
 
“I assure you that’s not the case,” I said, loud enough for the two hundred or so gremlins arrayed around the bind point to hear me.
 
“Oh, I know,” Trakka said, her lips splitting to display a wide, toothy smile.  “I happen to know that oddly dressed rakkin you have with you.”
 
Mara sauntered out and bowed before the tiny brown gremlin, saying, “Greetings from the Firetail Clan, Chief Trakka.”
 
I raised my eyebrows in surprise on hearing that Trakka was the Chief.  Despite being under three feet tall, if you didn’t count the ears, she looked like an attractive younger woman.  Granted, she had serrated teeth, foot-long ears, short blue hair, and luminous orange eyes.  But I had learned to discount inhuman features as any indication of how friendly a person or people were likely to be.
 
What surprised me was her apparent age.  Chief Lastra had seemed ancient, and Jorgan Brandr was no spring chicken.  Maybe the gremlins leaders held hereditary titles.  Either way, I couldn’t think of a polite way to ask, so I kept my mouth shut.
 
“The Firetail clan is in peril,” Mara continued.  “We are under a similar siege as your people were, and the enemy leader claims they will have the reinforcements required to assault our high town within a week.”
 
“I doubt it,” Trakka snorted.  “Why would they give you that kind of information if it were accurate?”
 
I hadn’t considered that, but now that she mentioned it, I kicked myself for not realizing it probably wasn’t true.
 
“Now you have to figure out if they are coming sooner or later than they said they were,” Trakka continued, tapping a delicate ivory claw against her lower lip in thought.
 
“Sooner, would make the most sense,” I said, rejoining the conversation.
 
“Maybe, maybe not,” Trakka said.  “They could’ve set the deadline sooner to get the Firetail Tribe to play their hand early, revealing whatever assets they have at their disposal.”
 
Slowly nodding, I considered her point.  It made more sense to me that they would say they were attacking in a week, then attack early, but I’d never been involved in medieval siege warfare.  They could just hope that the Firetails would consume more food if they thought the siege would end in a week.  It’s not like a Huey could just fly them in crates of MREs.  Then another thought hit me.
 
“Why wouldn’t they assume there were players in the town able to bring reinforcements and food through the bind point?” I asked.
 
Trakka looked at me like I was an idiot but turned back to her conversation with Mara.
 
“You can’t access an owned bind point without having a high-enough standing with the town that owns it,” Tic explained.  “I’m sure that more tribespeople have become players, but it’s extremely rare for players to find their way back to their people.”
 
“The tribes aren’t very welcoming to outsiders, and it’s rare for a player to gain enough reputation to unlock a bind point here,” Gill added.
 
“Why could I access the one in Rathfuerg… and the Firetail Tribe?” I asked.
 
“You gained reputation, obviously,” Skryvonna said, some of her customary haughtiness returning to her mental voice.  “You fought the reds with the blue trolls and saved that annoying rakkin brat.  Dungeon and wilderness portals are considered neutral, so anyone can use them.”
 
“I guess,” I thought, still thinking it was odd there would be so few players out here.
 
“Players tend to congregate in cities,” Tic lectured.  “People in cities tend to be less suspicious of strangers, and there are usually standard quests that allow players to access the bind points in larger cities.”
 
“You coming?” Fierg’s voice broke me out of my internal ‘lesson’.
 
“Yep,” I replied, following the group, and pretending like I hadn’t missed most of the conversation between the Chief and Mara.  I noticed around a dozen gremlins file in around us as Chief Trakka led us onward, lost in a conversation with Mara.
 
We wound our way through narrow streets full of precariously stacked houses until we reached a large building, carved into the wall of the butte itself.  I immediately noticed that the doors and such were standard size. rather than the gremlin-sized doors on most of the dwellings we’d passed.
 
“Welcome to the town hall,” Chief Trakka said with a shark-toothed grin.
 
The inside of the building was almost modern, compared to the last few seats of power I’d seen.  The smooth stone walls bore no carvings or ornaments, and the furniture, while stylish, was plain and functional.
 
Trakka seated herself at a large, round, stone table, and her entourage filled in seats around her, filling half the table while the rest stood in the background. 
 
I sat across from her, Court to my right and Mara to my left.  The twins bracketed the three of us, leaving Ceria and Ulfgar standing as there were no more seats.
 
The seats on our side were clearly made for larger people, because I found myself comfortable with the table height, though the twins looked a bit like NBA players in small cars.
 
“So, what exactly did you want us to do to help the Firetails?” Trakka asked?
 
“Mara says your people are great scouts,” I explained.  “We were hoping you could check the nearby tribes and let us know where to go next.”
 
“I suppose we owe you that much,” Trakka hummed. 
 
“You’re also supposed to be great Sappers,” I said.  “Is there any way you would consider bolstering the Firetail tribe’s numbers directly?”
 
Trakka wrinkled her button nose at me before asking, “What would you pay us for this?”
 
I sat back in my chair, thinking.  I didn’t want to start offering money, or my dwindling supply of gold wouldn’t last long…especially if I started using it to hire mercenaries.  I looked to Mara, hoping she had an idea.
 
“We did just take out the army at your door,” Bierg spoke up.  “By the way, we’d like to loot the dead from our kills...”
 
“Loot all the bodies you want.  You took out maybe half, but they weren’t bothering us too much,” Trakka declared.
 
“Yet,” Fierg snorted. 
 
“We do have one problem you may be able to help with,” Trakka said slowly. 
 
“What’s that?” I asked.
 
“Overcrowding,” Trakka stated simply. 
 
I furrowed my brows.  “Why don’t your people just split into a new settlement?”
 
Trakka filled her cheeks with air before explosively exhaling. 
 
“It’s not that flippin’ easy,” she declared.  “There aren’t hollow buttes just sitting all over the Spine.  We could hollow another one out, but it would have to be in another tribe’s territory.  We don’t have the resources nearby to support two settlements.  If you were to say… wipe out the orcs or crocs…”
 
“What if there’s another option,” Ceria said, joining the conversation over my shoulder.
 
“And what option would that be, kobold?” Trakka asked.
 
“I’m a dungeon monster,” Ceria declared proudly.  “My master’s dungeon has been expanding rapidly lately, and he’s interested in gaining more… occupants.”
 
“Minions, you mean,” Trakka said, but she sounded intrigued rather than upset.  “Does your dungeon have labs and workshops?”
 
Ceria fidgeted nervously before answering, “Not yet.”
 
“Excellent!” Trakka exclaimed.  “Gremlins are the best trap makers in Tournion.”
 
“You can’t expect our people to live in a dungeon!” A portly little gremlin man to Trakka’s left exclaimed.
 
“Why not?” She demanded.  “We must live underground, and I’m sure a dungeon would treasure having trap-makers and engineers of our caliber.”
 
“I’m not living in a dungeon!” The chubby gremlin declared.
 
“No one’s asking you to!” Trakka snapped, before addressing Ceria again.  “You say you’re one of this dungeon’s minions?”
 
“Yes,” Ceria said proudly.  “I’m the diplomat for the Dungeon of Kobold Delight.”
 
“Never heard of a dungeon having a diplomat,” Trakka said, sounding skeptical. 
 
“Now you have,” Ceria said with a friendly smile.
 
“Not sure this is a great idea,” Bierg rumbled uncomfortably.  “Our Paidiskoi run that dungeon.”
 
“You’ll just have to send in stronger warriors,” Ceria scoffed.  “Will it not make your entire people stronger to have access to a stronger dungeon?”
 
“Is it true that dungeon monsters are immortal?” One of the other gremlin advisors interrupted. 
 
“I’ve killed her three times,” Fierg chuckled, pointing to Ceria.
 
Even the belligerent advisor perked up at this revelation.
 
“Does it hurt to die?” A previously quiet gremlin woman asked.
 
“It hurts to live,” Ceria said, a hard smile on her lips.  “We do not remember the moment of our death.  Praise the gods.”
 
The gremlin woman who’d asked the question looked down, her expression thoughtful. 
 
“My daughter, Arentha,” Trakka introduced the woman. 
 
I did a double-take because they looked about the same age to me.
 
“We live a long time and age well,” Trakka cackled at my expression.
 
“May I speak with them, love?” Gill asked.
 
“One moment,” I thought.
 
“I’m a summoner,” I said, drawing all eyes to me.  “My Alpha wife and Summon would like to talk to you.  Please don’t be alarmed.”
 
“Go ahead,” I thought, and Gill materialized behind me, placing a hand on my right shoulder.
 
“Greetings, Chief Trakka,” Gill began.  “Does your town harbor any Blackpaw survivors?”
 
“Yes, we took in a small community of refugees,” she allowed, looking at my wife curiously. 
 
“If they will come, would you let them leave with us?” Gill asked.
 
“Certainly, if they go willingly,” Trakka said.  “I won’t make them go with you, though.” Her expression darkened as she obviously considered our motives.
 
“I am the sole Alpha gnoll of the Blackpaw tribe,” Gill announced.  “I won’t make them come with me, but I intend to rebuild the Blackpaw tribe.”
 
Trakka nodded, her expression thoughtful again. 
 
“I’ll take you to them after this meeting,” she said.
 
“Thank you, Chief Trakka,” Gill said with a respectful nod, before disappearing.
 
“You’re full of surprises, aren’t you?” Trakka laughed like a tinkling bell.  “I think I like you.  My daughter will accompany you to this dungeon you speak of and negotiate for my people.  If we can come to a satisfactory agreement, then anyone wishing to leave can go with you, on the condition that they serve two weeks as sappers for the Firetail Tribe first.  Is that satisfactory?”
 
I started to nod before asking, “What about the scouts?”
 
“We sent out scouts to neighboring tribes the moment the siege was lifted,” Trakka said, waving a delicate little hand.  “We’ll be getting the first reports from the nearest tribes tomorrow.  I will include you in the intelligence reports.”
 
“Then we have a deal,” I said, with a bow of my head.
 
“Arentha, take them to the refugee quarter,” Trakka commanded, obviously dismissing us all.
 
Arentha popped out of her seat and led us out of the hall.  I noticed she was a shapely little thing, in the abstract way I regarded Tic.  It wasn’t possible for me to feel attracted to someone so much smaller than myself.  But I did admire her ass through her tight one-piece coveralls like one would admire a particularly sexy figurine or statue.
 
I felt amusement from Gretch and Gill, and a bit of jealousy from Skryvonna.  Only contentment came through my newest bond with Elyria.
 
“Thank you for allowing me to negotiate on the dungeon’s behalf,” Ceria murmured as she pushed into my side, her slender form fitting neatly under my shoulder.
 
“You’re welcome,” I said, blushing as the image of the sexy kobold masturbating in the bath flashed through my mind.
 
“I hope to buy my freedom with the Gremlins,” she whispered, stretching herself out and nearly climbing me to get closer to my ear.
 
I glanced down at her and saw that I wasn’t the only one blushing.
 
She grinned at me, her gray eyes flashing before she scampered over to Mara and quickly struck up a conversation.
 
“I can’t wait,” Gretch purred, her mental voice rough with lust.
 
“Can you think of nothing besides adding women to Andric’s bed?” Skryvonna demanded.
 
“Shut up, you wrinkled prude,” Gretch retorted.  “Weren’t you the one insisting he filled his slots?  I’m trying to fill them, so stop being a crusty bitch!”
 
“I am trying to fill his slots, not his bed, you skank.” Skryvonna hissed.
 
“You can have him to yourself tonight,” Gretch thought, her tone syrupy sweet.
 
“I… you… thank you,” Skryvonna thought, and I felt her mild anger shatter like a dropped vase.
 
“Now, who’s the slut?” Gretch taunted.
 
“We really did decide you could have tonight, Vonna,” Gill interjected, effectively rendering Skryvonna speechless before she could begin arguing again.
 
“Here we are,” Arentha announced, breaking me from my inner world.
 
Glancing around, I saw a few orcs and gnolls moving about the street and shopping at street vendors.  Three small, long-tailed people that could only be rat-folk hurried from one door to another.  The houses lining the streets had standard-sized doors, but the buildings were very narrow and built atop one another, like the gremlin’s dwellings.
 
Pulling out my light slate, I checked the overworld time my Summons had remaining.
 

Life Bonds:
 
Gretch: LVL-9  83%    9 min. overworld time. 1.36 minutes remaining
 
Gill: LVL-8   15%   8 min. overworld time. 0.24 minutes remaining
 
Skryvonna: LVL-2   67%   2 min. overworld time.  0.00 minutes remaining
 
Elyria: LVL-3    36%   3 min. overworld time. 1.56 minutes remaining
 
There was a lot to unpack in that simple string of numbers, but the most important fact was that Gill had a quarter of a minute, or 15 seconds of overworld time remaining.  Not a lot of time to convince anyone to follow her.
 
“We may have to come back tomorrow,” she acknowledged.  “I still want to see them now.”
 
I didn’t say anything since Arentha had already marched up to a door and knocked.
 
The door opened a foot, and a beautiful female gnoll with a reddish mohawk peered out.
 
“I know who her parents are,” Gill thought fondly, before her mood fell abruptly.  “Were, I suppose.  Her father is dead, as he was the Alpha when we were attacked.”
 
Arentha talked quietly to the gnoll woman, who eventually looked over the gremlin’s head and took us all in.
 
“Am I supposed to believe this horse shite?” she demanded.
 
”Tell her, her mother’s name is Fig and her father’s name is Grondan,” Gill instructed.
 
I repeated her words, feeling like an imposter.  However, the woman’s eyes bulged, and she opened the door the rest of the way. 
 
“You better come in,” she breathed before hesitating.  “I’m afraid you won’t all fit, though.”
 
“We’ll wait out here.” Bierg declared, leaning against a nearby wall.
 
“Me too,” Mara said, and Court silently glided over to stand with the rakkin woman.
 
“I’ll come,” Ceria said softly, falling in behind me as I followed the pretty gnoll inside.
 
“Is your mother alive?” I asked gently, as we walked into an insanely narrow living room and folded ourselves into couches so close together, our knees nearly touched.
 
“No, she died fighting the crocs ten years ago,” the red-maned gnoll said matter-of-factly.  “You can call me Ember.”
 
“Nice to meet you, Ember,” I said, flashing a smile.  “My wife’s name is Gill Raventouch.  Have you heard of her?”
 
“Gill Raventouch would be an old lady by now,” Ember exclaimed, wrinkling her nose.  “My mother has spoken of her as if they were the same age.”
 
Gill flashed into existence on the couch beside me and said, “Not so old as all that,” before vanishing again.
 
Ember shot to her feet, her eyes as wide as saucers.
 
“I’m a battlemaster, and Gill is my Summon and Alpha wife,” I explained to the shocked girl.
 
“She… she really is an Alpha.” Ember breathed.  “A Blackpaw Alpha.”
 
“She really is,” I agreed.  “She only has a few seconds left in the overworld today, but we could come back tomorrow and speak briefly.”
 
“Or you could come with us to my master’s nexus,” Gill put in, flashing into existence for another couple of seconds.
 
“I… see,” the stunned woman said with a deep breath.  “Can you get me back here easily?  The gremlins are fighting a war out there.”
 
“I can get you back, and the siege is broken,” I said gently.
 
“Oh, thank the gods.  I was worried we’d starve first when the food began to run out.”  She chewed her lip for a moment before saying, “I’ll go.”
 
“I’ll come back and get you before we leave,” I told her.  “There are still a few things that we have to do before then.”
 
“I’ll get ready,” she said solemnly, rising to her feet and following us to the door as we exited the tiny home in single file.
 
I heard Bierg asking Arentha about looting the battlefield, so I just waited as they worked out the details.
 
“We’re going to need your help, Andric,” he announced, when a disappointed Arentha finally agreed to ‘quickly’ show them the battlefield before we went back to the nexus. 
 
“Lead the way,” I agreed.
 
It took longer than I thought it would to reach the open-ended square of boulders in which we’d made our stand.  Bands of gremlins prowled the field looking for injured or faking enemies.
 
We eventually reached the camp where we’d started our assault.  The plan had been to kill as many as possible, then lead a group to ambush in the kill box. Initially, we’d hoped to carry out these nighttime raids over the course of several nights, thinning the enemy ranks.   The enemy, ever inconsiderate, had used some kind of spell on the entire army, allowing their forces' main body to rapidly pursue us. 
 
That had worked both for and against us.  The troops had arrived at our location in a steady stream, rather than in a mass formation.  If they’d taken the time to form up before assaulting us, we would have been crushed.  Either way, our plan had been shit, but like all failed plans, it had seemed like a good idea at the time.
 
I stared down at the massive croc that I’d assassinated in his sleep.  It hadn’t bothered me much at the time, but I felt a yawning emptiness open inside me seeing the expression on the massive dead man’s face.  The vicious, jagged perforations under his chin swarmed with flies as his eyes bulged, staring into never-ending darkness with horror.
 
“It does you both dishonor for you to berate yourself for killing this warrior,” Skryvonna quietly thought.  “This man went to war knowing the consequences.  You did not sneak into his house and murder him in his home.  You eliminated a powerful threat with as little danger to your friends and yourself as possible.  There is no dishonor in that.”
 
The rest of my wives simply sent feelings of commiseration and warmth through their respective bonds.
 
“You going to loot him or marry him?” Fierg bellowed with a gruff laugh.
 
“After looking at you all day, he’s starting to look pretty,” I reflexively called back.  My bleak mood cracked more from the gallows humor of my friend than the cold philosophy from my wife.
 
I buried my raw feelings deep inside myself and went about the business of stripping the corpse of anything of value.  Pocketing a few coins, I hefted a big cleaver sword and a pair of elaborately crafted bracers.
 
“We’re piling them over here for you,” Bierg called from the other side of the camp.
 
Nodding, I dropped the gear I’d looted onto the small pile the others had started before moving on to the next corpse.  This one had an arrow through its head and an almost comical expression of surprise on its face.              
 
“How heavy is the draw on that bow?” I asked Ulfgar, marveling that he’d managed to penetrate the creature’s thick skull.
 
“Heavy enough,” Ulfgar grunted, dropping an armload of loot onto the pile. 
 
“We need a wheelbarrow,” Court commented, her cool eyes showing no emotion as she sawed a croc woman’s finger off to extract a stuck ring.
 
“I’ll just take this load, then run back from the gremlin town,” I said while averting my eyes.  “Shouldn’t take long with Elyria equipped.”
 
I felt a burst of pride from Elyria and smiled at the excitable bunny girl’s enthusiasm to be useful.
 
Once all the enemies in the area had been stripped of valuables, weapons, and decent armor, I ported back with the booty.
 
Bo’urk, who’d been walking to the stables, jumped a foot into the air when I appeared.
 
“You scared the life from my bones, Andric, strong human,” he declared in such a falsetto voice that I had to stifle a laugh.
 
“How are things?” I asked the bulky little half-gnome.
 
“Things is things,” he muttered.  “Going to need your help platform breaking your assault unicorn soon.”
 
“Platform breaking?” I asked.
 
“Purple assures me she’s going to be as big as a house,” the little man explained in his too-high voice.  “Might as well plan on mounting a fighting platform on her rather than a standard rhino saddle.”
 
“Good to know,” I said, grinning maniacally at the thought.  “You need anything right now?”
 
“Hmmm… could use leather, wood, and bronze,” he said thoughtfully.  “I may need you to commission some of the bronze pieces I’m thinking of.  I’m planning on a modular platform that can be expanded as she grows, but I’m not skilled enough in metalworking to craft some of the components.”
 
“Well, I’ll grab you what you need for now,” I replied.  “We’ll see about getting those components later.  I don’t have much time right now.”
 
“Fine, fine,” the little fellow mumbled, marching his bowlegged self over to a kiosk and placing orders.  When he’d finished moments later, he looked at me expectantly.
 
I winced at the two-gold price tag but hit the ‘accept’ button, anyway, figuring it a small price to pay for having a practical way to ride my high-capacity assault unicorn into battle in the near future.  At least the pile of gold that appeared on the portal ruins was substantial for the investment.
 
“That’ll do,” Bo’urk announced, scooping up two massive rolls of leather and trundling off with them.
 
I barked a laugh at his complete lack of social skills as I keyed in the Longstrider Tribe bind point and ported myself back. 
 
Only six gremlins remained stationed at the bind point.  Four of them raised blow guns, while the other two swiveled some kind of floor-mounted gun to cover me.
 
“I come in peace!” I shouted, summoning the Obsidian Eye to hand and hiding behind it as a precaution.
 
“We thought you was outside the walls, human,” one of them groused as they lowered their weapons.
 
“I was,” I grumbled, peeking over the rim of my shield.  “I’m probably going to be through here several times over the next couple of hours.  I’d appreciate it if no one shot me.”
 
The gremlin guards gathered around the odd gun and ignored me, so I sprinted back to my squad.  I really did make remarkable time with the fist-claws equipped.
 
“Got another pile ready,” Fierg grunted as I sped up to them.
 
“I got it,” I said, placing my hand on the pile of gear and porting again. 
 
It took an hour and a half to get all the loot back home.  I took the squad and Arentha with me on the last trip.
 
“Holy Hoppin’ Hoplinkers!” Arentha exclaimed when we all appeared in my portal room. 
 
“No idea what that means,” I said with a grin at her bewildered expression.  Naturally, my Summons all appeared to meet the new person, scaring the poor little gremlin half to death in the process.
 
“Hey!” I exclaimed when she’d settled down, and properly met everyone.  “Do you know any metalworkers that could help one of my employees with a project?”
 
“What kind of project?” Arentha asked eagerly, her orange eyes lighting up with interest.
 
“My leatherworker or cord-puller… whatever.  My friend is making a saddle for my rhino,” I explained.
 
“You have a rhino!” she exclaimed, literally hopping from foot to foot in excitement. 
 
“Yeah… and an alchemist who claims she’s going to be able to make it bigger than normal.  So, my buddy Bo’urk is going to try to make a platform saddle for her.”
 
“I can help,” she immediately declared.
 
“I’ll take her to Bo’urk’s workshop,” Court chuckled with a fond grin at the excited little gremlin.
 
“GET BACK HERE!” Purple’s voice rang out in the great room, followed by a loud crash.
 
We all jumped into action.  Weapons appeared in every hand as we rushed into the great room, ready for anything… except what we saw.
 
Purple, soaking wet and in her underwear, stood shaking a finger at a rat the size of a mastiff that’d climbed up onto a tall bookshelf.  She stomped her foot, causing delightful jiggles in her scantily clad body.
 
The rodent hissed down at the soaked troll, who responded, “Don’t you talk back to me, little miss stinky!  You get back in that bath, right now!”
 
We all gaped at the bizarre sight until Fierg began rumbling laughter, breaking the spell.  Purple blushed a bit to be the object of such scrutiny, but she didn’t cover up.
 
“Will you help me get Daisy back in the bathtub, Chief?” she asked.
 
“I want to live here,” Arentha breathed, her lambent orange gaze flicking from the soaked, nearly nude troll to the oversized rat and back.
 
“I’ll get some cheese,” Elyria announced, bouncing off to the kitchen in a flash.
 
“Is it still under the effects of a potion?” I asked, fascinated as the giant rat pointedly ignored us from atop its perch.
 
“Not right now…”Purple said with an exasperated sigh.  “She’s normally very sweet, but she hates baths.”  She shook an admonishing finger at the rat again and demanded, “Why can’t you be more like your brothers?  They love bath time!”
 
The rat curled up into a ball and slumped down in defiance of the scolding.
 
“Want some cheese, girl?” Elyria sang happily, hurrying back into the room with a block of cheese in her hands. 
 
Daisy perked right up, her nose twitching as her beady eyes locked onto the block of cheese in Elyria’s hands.  Without warning, the rat uncoiled and launched herself at the unsuspecting bunny girl, who shrieked and vanished into my head.
 
Purple’s arm flashed out and caught the rat before it could reach the discarded cheese.
 
“After… your… bath,” the voluptuous troll growled, stooping and picking up the cheese with her other hand. 
 
Daisy chittered unhappily in Purple’s arms as the troll stomped away down the hall, giving everyone a nice view of her thick hips and rear in the process.
 
“Never a dull moment with you,” Bierg chuckled. 
 
“I guess not,” I said, rubbing my eyes with my palms and wondering just how many giant rats Purple had in my bathtub at the moment.
 
“You mentioned a workshop...” Arentha prodded.
 
“Right,” Court said, shaking her head and focusing on the gremlin.  “Follow me, please.”
 
“Wait,” I said, halting them before they got more than two feet.  “Do you want to go to the dungeon now, Arentha?”
 
“Oh! We can just go right now?” the gremlin asked, workshops temporarily forgotten.
 
“Yep,” I said, smiling at the wonder in her expression.
 
“I think I’m going to stay and help Purple, if that’s ok, Sir?” Elyria asked, appearing beside me once more.
 
“No problem,” I answered, realizing the two had probably gotten close while they spent time together in the nexus before I’d bonded Elyria.
 
The trolls split up and began getting comfortable on couches, so I assumed they weren’t coming, either. 
 
“I’ll go,” Court announced, leading the way back to the portal room. 
 
“Me too,” Mara agreed.  “I’ve never seen the inside of a real dungeon.”
 
The rest of my wives and Tic simply equipped without a word.
 
Everyone hustled back into the portal room, where I made a quick stop at the auction kiosk before whisking us to the Dungeon of Kobold Delight.
 




Chapter 16 – Monster Trafficking

The kobolds and goblins guarding the dungeon’s entry chamber hardly paid us any attention when we materialized.  I guessed they were getting used to us appearing at odd times.
 
Ceria froze, but I just assumed she was communicating with her boss when her ears began twitching rapidly.
 
“You really do know a fucking dungeon!” Arentha exclaimed, her own oversized ears quivering in excitement.  “I figured you were going to feed me some line of bullshit about how you couldn’t get me there until the moon was an eighth from full, or some other nonsense.  Can I look around?”
 
“He’d rather you didn’t,” a raspy voice answered the excited gremlin.
 
Glancing around, I found the source of the voice, as the croc woman Grelda stepped from the hidden tunnel off the entry chamber.  The big woman’s curves were prominently displayed by the thin, white silk robes she wore.
 
“Hello, Grelda,” I said with a smile.  “How’s the dungeon treating you?”
 
“It’s not bad, Andric,” she said with a predatory smile in return. 
 
I suppressed a shudder at her lethal dentistry and asked, “There’s nothing you need?”
 
“More crocs would be good.  And maybe some meat that didn’t come from a sentient…”
 
“You ate the flesh of sentients?” Arentha demanded in horror, her long ears drooping down to her waist.
 
“Not exactly,” Grelda grumbled, her own lips twisting in distaste.  “The dungeon can create kobold or goblin meat that was never actually a person…  It’s not very good.”
 
“Well, I did bring something that could help with that actually,” I declared, setting down the two cages I was carrying and opening one.  A rabbit bolted out and disappeared down the main tunnel in a flash of fur.
 
A couple of the goblin guards shouted in delight and took off after the fleeing bunny.
 
“You may want to kill the other one first,” Ceria said, apparently done talking with her boss.
 
I picked up the other cage and handed it to Grelda, who eyed the rabbit inside with ravenous eyes.
 
“I’ll take care of it,” she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.  “Can you tell me about my kin that are besieging the gremlins?”
 
Arentha harrumphed before declaring, “Dead.”
 
“All of them?” the croc woman asked aghast, her eyes going wide in horror.
 
“Not all,” Arentha admitted slowly.  “We took prisoners…”
 
“Would you bring them here?” Grelda interrupted hopefully, her pleading gaze locked on me. 
I glanced at Ceria, who nodded with a sly smile and closed her eyes to talk to the dungeon again.
 
“If the gremlins will let me, I will,” I explained.
 
“Thank you so much!” the massive lady exclaimed, opening her arms and taking a step forward as if to embrace me.
 
Court appeared before me as if by magic, her unwavering spear point aimed at Grelda’s right eye. 
 
The massive woman froze in place before backing up a step.
 
“Thank you, m’lord,” she murmured in a subdued tone with a solemn bow.
 
“I knew I liked Court for a reason,” Gretch chuckled.
 
“You like the way her ass looks in those leather pants,” Tic joked.
 
“Like you don’t,” Gretch replied, laughing even louder.
 
“Both of you demon sluts, shut up.  He still needs to concentrate,” Skryvonna growled.
 
“I’m not promising anything,” I reiterated to Grelda.  “We’ll have to see what the gremlins say.”
 
“The dungeon will either give you five soul gems or me for the gremlins,” Ceria murmured, pulling my thoughts away from the plight of the pitiful croc woman.
 
I wasn’t happy with the number of soul gems, or the fact that I had to choose one reward or another.  However, I carefully kept my face neutral, not wanting to offend Ceria.  We needed to have a chat soon about why she would give up her immortality to join our group.  It seemed a poor trade to me.
 
“I think it’s an excellent deal,” Gretch thought enthusiastically.  “We finally get Ceria, and don’t tell me you don’t want her, Chief.  I can feel your lust, remember.  We also get to complete our side of the bargain for the gremlins AND get fighters for the Firetails.
 
“I guess I was getting a little greedy,” I replied.  A more natural smile spreading across my face.
 
“You do still need to fill your slots,” Skryvonna grumbled.
 
“Ceria would make a good addition to the family,” Gill agreed.
 
While I did agree with all of them, it felt wrong to add so many so fast.  It wasn’t fair to Skryvonna and Elyria to have to split my attention so many ways so soon.  I still had to get enough soul gems to enhance Tic, then get enough to bind Ceria at a higher tier, so… I reasoned, I had time.
 
“I’m not giving my choice now,” I informed Ceria.  “We’ll talk about it, okay?”
 
Ceria’s happy smile fell from her face, making me feel like I’d kicked a puppy, but I had to understand her reasons before making a commitment.
 
“I understand, Andric,” the sexy kobold responded, her mood shifting to melancholy.
 
I gently placed a finger under her chin and lifted her face until her flinty gray eyes hesitantly met mine.
 
“I’m not saying no, Ceria,” I said, offering her a pained smile.  “We just have to talk about it first, okay?”
 
Ceria forced a smile of her own and nodded.  Gretch appeared briefly and whispered something in the kobold's ear that made her laugh, before giving her friend a full-body hug and disappearing.
 
“Sure, Andric,” Ceria said, a genuine smile on her lips.  “We can talk about it.  I’ll find out how much we can get for the crocs if we bring them.”
 
In my irritation over the low pay offered for a company of gremlin sappers and engineers, I hadn’t even considered we could get additional payment for the croc prisoners. 
 
“Well, Grelda,” I said, turning my attention back to the hulking croc woman, “I’m glad you’re doing okay.  I’ll try to bring more kinds of meat when I return.  I’m sure the goblins and Kobolds would appreciate it, as well.”
 
“Thank you, Andric,” she said, bowing her head once again.  “I realize you could have just killed me back there, and I will forever be grateful for this second chance at life.”
 
“Told you so,” Gretch gloated at the croc’s display of appreciation.
 
“We should be back soon, Grelda,” I said, pulling my light slate out and keying in the nexus.
 
I walked into the great room as soon as I got home.  The trolls dozed happily on the couches, so I didn’t wake them as I went looking for Elyria.
 
I tried Purple’s lab first.
 
“Hi, Chief,” Purple beamed when she opened the door at my knock.  Glancing passed her, I saw Elyria rushing around a table in pursuit of a giant rat.
 
“I’m afraid I need to steal your assistant,” I said with a smile.  “I’m going to check on the Firetails, then see if I can get the gremlins to give me their prisoners.  Oh, and then probably bring some gnolls back here for dinner.”
 
Purple’s eyes widened at my list of chores.  “I’ll start cooking as soon as I get everyone back in their cages,” she exclaimed.
 
“Need to hire a new cook,” I murmured, adding another task to my list.
 
“Oh, hello, Sir,” Elyria piped up, just now noticing me in the doorway, “Need me?”
 
“Yep, more chores in the overworld,” I said, unable to suppress a grin at the friendly bunny girl. 
 
“You got this?” Elyria asked Purple.
 
“Of course, thanks for your help,” the buxom troll replied with a big grin of her own.
 
Elyria waved and vanished into my head.
 
“See ya later, Purple,” I said, gently closing the door.
 
“If you don’t need me, I’d like to meet your cordwainer…” Arentha said hopefully.
 
“His shop is right here,” I laughed, knocking on Bo’urk’s door.
 
It immediately flew open, and the gnorc stepped out, rubbing his broad hands together.  “What can I do you for, Andric, strong human?  Ready to do some rhino training?”
 
“I wish I had time,” I chuckled, before sweeping a hand down in Arentha’s direction.  “This is Arentha.  She’s the daughter of the Longstrider Tribe’s Chief,” I explained.  “She has generously volunteered to help build the rhino fighting platform.”
 
“Great!” Bo’urk exclaimed, turning his eyes to follow my gesture.  He seemed to freeze up when he beheld Arentha.  “I-It’s a p-pleasure to m-make you’re a-a-acquaintance.”
 
“Oh gods, he’s in love!” Gretch announced with a mad cackle.
 
Arentha seemed to take no notice of the gnorc’s stuttering as she happily clasped wrists with the short man.  I noticed less than a foot difference in height between the two and smiled to myself.  This was either going to be excellent for morale, or I would need to hire a new cord-whatever.
 
“You got a blacksmith’s shop around here?” the gremlin demanded, her orange eyes ablaze with excitement.
 
“Give me a second,” I said, pulling out my light slate.  I was going to need metalworking capabilities in my nexus regardless of whether Arentha hung around for long or not.
 
Setting the initial purpose of a workshop didn’t cost experience, though the upgrades were extremely expensive, and I suspected that once a workshop was established, it wouldn’t be cheap to change its purpose.  I hadn’t had a reason to try it yet, but I reminded myself to plan the other workshops with care.
 
I was about to set the workshop beside Bo’urk’s to blacksmithing, but I noticed another option.
 
“Would you prefer a smithy or a tinker’s shop?” I asked Arentha.
 
“A tinker's workshop!” she exclaimed immediately.  “It’ll have a small forge, along with lots of other good stuff!”
 
Shaking my head at her enthusiasm, I turned the workshop into a tinker’s lab and opened the door dramatically.
 
“Oh, flipping sprockets, is this for me?” Arentha exclaimed.  “Does this mean I can stay here?”
 
I noticed the hopeful expression on Bo’urk’s face as I nodded.  “I’ll have to make sure your mom is okay with it....” I qualified.
 
“Pffft, I’m eighty-five years old,” Arentha pouted.  “My mother lost the ability to tell me what I could do sixty years ago.”
 
“She’s still the Chief,” I laughed, holding my hands up defensively.  “I’d feel better if you talked to her about it.”
 
“Fiiiine,” Arentha huffed.  “Let’s go see Mother.”
 
Fifteen minutes later, we were led into the gremlin’s town hall by a talkative pair of guards.
 
“Is it true that you’ve found a place for us to open another settlement?” One of them asked for the third time.
 
“You’ll have to ask the Chief,” Arentha replied, unbothered by repeating the same answer several times.
 
Chief Trakka sat at the table we’d met at earlier, though now it was completely full of advisors, and the entire group of gremlins argued loudly.  Looking up, she caught us entering and made a chopping motion with her arm that silenced the noisy crowd.
 
“Did you speak with the dungeon?” she asked.
 
“We did,” Ceria answered with a shallow curtsy.  “How many gremlins do you expect to make the trip?”
 
“Probably five hundred,” Chief Trakka sighed.  “Word got out that they would be granted immortality and be able to design traps for a dungeon.”
 
I let out a low whistle of astonishment.  “How many gremlins live here?” I asked.
 
“Somewhere around three thousand,” Trakka replied.
 
My eyes must have bulged, because she laughed before explaining, “We have mined out a good portion of the ground beneath the butte; but we can’t go much wider, or we’ll destabilize the butte.  Going deeper risks coming into contact with the sublands.”
 
“Sublands?” I asked.
 
“You must be a new player,” she chuckled.  “Subsurface lands, yes.  It’s an entirely different Tournion down there.  We have no interest in staking a claim into subland territory.”
 
“Good to know,” I replied with a tight smile, already dreaming about exploring the sublands and wondering if there were dark elves.
 
“Why would subterranean elves be dark?”   Tic asked. 
 
“I don’t know.  That’s what the stories say,” I thought.
 
“Wraith elves,” Skryvonna thought.  “Pale, with huge eyes.  They are the only elves that make their homes down there.”
 
I had so many questions, but Trakka interrupted my thoughts with a question of her own.
 
“What was that?” I asked, coming back to the current conversation.
 
“I asked how you were planning on getting them all to the Firetail high town.”
 
“Oh, through my nexus, I guess, though that’s a lot of people to move,” I answered.  “It will take some time to bring five hundred people through.  I may have to upgrade my nexus again.” 
 
I pulled out my light slate and checked my nexus stats.  I could only bring 25 guests through at a time, and it would cost me six-thousand experience points to upgrade it again.  I sighed in resignation, realizing it would take me over 20 trips to bring them all through. 
 
“It’s going to have to wait until tomorrow,” I said.  “I don’t have enough nexus time remaining to do it tonight.”
 
“That’s fine.  We’ll have everyone ready tomorrow morning,” Trakka said with a nod.  “Was there anything else?”
 
“Yes, did you take prisoners from the little battle last night?”
 
“The damn dungeon is full of angry orcs and crocs,” Trakka spat.  “You’d think we invaded their home instead of the other way around.”
 
“Would you like us to take some of them for you?” I asked.
 
The gremlin Chief raised one eyebrow before answering my question with questions of her own.  “What do you plan on doing with them?  You do realize that you can’t sell slaves from a kiosk, correct?  They have to be transported overland.  I’m not entirely comfortable with selling even those traitorous scum buckets into slavery anyway.”
 
“I’m not selling them into slavery,” I replied slowly, wondering if that was technically true.  “The dungeon could use them.”
 
“You want to take them to the future home of some of my people?” Chief Trakka demanded indignantly.
 
I stammered, not having thought out the possibility that she wouldn’t be thrilled with the idea of her people sharing space with their current enemies.
 
“Chief Trakka,” Ceria smoothly interjected.  “Your people’s strength lies in trapmaking and cunning.  Surely, you’d like some burly front-line troops to be introduced to the dungeon.  Your people cannot permanently die as long as they are residents, but would it not be better to leave melee fighting the adventurers that are sure to come exploring my master’s depths to more… durable individuals?”
 
Chief Trakka narrowed her eyes and tapped a claw against her lip, as I’d noticed was her custom when deep in thought.
 
“What’s to stop them from harassing my people when no one is running the dungeon?” she finally asked.
 
“The dungeon itself, of course?” Ceria reassured her.  “My master does not abide infighting.”
 
“Take them to the cells,” Trakka ordered her daughter, turning away from us in obvious dismissal.
 
“Follow me,” Arentha said, leading us out of the town hall.  We didn’t go far, as there was an underground entrance beside the building with spiraling stairs leading down.
 
Two gremlins with polearms and blow dart guns guarded the entrance but bowed when they spied Arentha leading us.
 
“Take us to the cells.” Arentha ordered imperiously.
 
The right-hand guard saluted and started down the dimly lit stairs.  We went maybe two stories down before emerging into a relatively well-lit room with cells lining the walls. 
 
The occupants immediately began shouting at us when we emerged from the stairwell.  Ten gremlins stood guard at the door, and I noticed they were all tense and attentive.  I guessed that their little prison didn’t typically house thirty or so prisoners. 
 
Moving to the center of the room, I shouted, “Listen up!”
 
I waited for the shouting to die down to a dull roar before continuing.  The sullen faces of orcs and crocs pressed against the bars all around me.  I noticed a particularly large croc looming over the rest and was glad that the gremlins were good engineers.  
 
“My name isn’t important,” I said, once they had settled down some.  “What’s important is that I’m a player, and I’m offering you a way to get out of here.”
 
“We aren’t fighting our kin!” a gray-bearded orc shouted defiantly.
 
“I’m not asking you to, dumbass,” I snapped.  “Wait until you hear my offer before interrupting.”
 
There was some general muttering, but they quieted down, now very attentive.              
 
“Ceria here represents a dungeon,” I explained, holding my hand out in her direction.  “That dungeon is willing to take you in.  You will gain immortality but lose some of your free will.”
 
“We’ll be out of here as soon as Torm conquers the puny gremlins, anyway!”  A large female croc rumbled.              
 
“Yeah, they looked really puny when those boulders crushed your army,” I quipped.  “Whatever, I don’t care.  I’m giving you the opportunity.  You don’t have to take it.  When I leave, my offer leaves with me -- and we aren’t coming back.  I don’t care if you rot in there until the end of the war.”
 
“I’ll go,” a young orc with a scar down his face muttered.  “The tribe is ruined, anyway.”
 
That comment started a yelling match among the orcs that went on for a few minutes before I got fed up and yelled, “Quiet!”
 
The yelling slowly tapered off until I could talk again.  “I’ll take you with us to verify that I’m telling the truth and bring you back here,” I told the scar-faced orc.
 
“Fine,” he rumbled.
 
I didn’t bother having him removed from the cage, just added him to the party and ported us to the nexus.  By the time he realized we had teleported, we were already in the dungeon.
 
Ceria, Court, and Mara immediately drew weapons and surrounded the orc, much to my approval.
 
The kobolds and goblins in the entryway leveled weapons, confused about what was going on.
 
After a few tense moments, the orc raised his hands over his head and said, “I’m not fucking attacking anyone.”
 
The guards turned back to their post as Grelda emerged from the passage.
 
“Does he look like a croc to you?” She asked with a chuckle.  “He is handsome… for an orc, so I suppose I’ll take what I can get.”
 
I burst into laughter at the thought of the massive woman manhandling the six-foot-tall orc.  “We didn’t bring him for you, Grelda,” I explained.  “The gremlins have around thirty prisoners, both orcs and crocs.  We’re just proving that the dungeon is real with this one.”
 
“Oh, that makes sense,” Grelda said, her eyes going wide with understanding.  “I thought you were full of shit too.”
 
“It’s real,” the orc breathed, looking around himself. 
 
“Yep, time to go back,” I announced, porting us back.  The nexus hardly came into view before we were off again.
 
The stunned orc appeared beside us on the gremlin town's bind runes, causing a stir among the guards present. 
 
Arentha shouted them down before the excitable gremlin guards could launch any poison darts at my witness.
 
Arriving back at the dungeons, the guards there raised weapons at the sight of the orc walking freely, though at the end of Court’s spear point.
 
“It’s fine,” I told them.  “He’s just going to tell his friends what he saw.”
 
“He’s not lying,” the scarred orc grudgingly said, addressing his still captive companions.  “There really is a dungeon.  The dungeon’s minions didn’t attack them.”
 
“Great,” I cut him off, ready to be done with this whole mess.  I reminded myself that I needed the soul gems and forced patience into my tone.  “Raise your hand if you want to go.”
 
About half the prisoners raised a hand. 
 
“Do you have any manacles?” I asked the guards.  They nodded and produced several sets of old-style handcuffs. 
 
“I’ll take five at a time,” I announced, picking up five sets of cuffs and approaching the cages.  “Put your hands through the bars if you want to come.”
 
Once I’d bound five sets of wrists, I ported us to the nexus.
 
The instant we arrived, a smaller croc male roared and leapt at Ceria.  Skryvonna appeared in war form and viciously sliced his body in half at the waist before he could even complete his leap. 
 
The two halves landed with meaty thuds as the croc started shrieking in shock and pain.  I was reminded what a remarkable amount of time someone could live after being ripped in half, as the viscera pooled around the top half of the soon-to-be-dead man.
 
“It will be over soon,” Ceria said, staring emotionlessly into the eyes of the dying croc.
 
“Anyone else?” Skryvonna demanded, raising her scythe and advancing on the terrified captives.  “We offer you a way out of captivity, and you try to start violence in MY home!”
 
“Maybe I should blast them all with lust as soon as we get to the nexus,” Gretch said, appearing behind the four prisoners, her tail lashing in anger.
 
“Let’s go,” I ordered, knowing this batch was sufficiently cowed and wouldn’t cause any further trouble.
 
“Thanks,” Grelda called when I dropped off the four survivors. 
 
“Bringing more,” I grunted.  “You may want to arm yourself.  One of these idiots tried to attack us in my nexus.”
 
Grelda snorted and shook her head, glaring at the prisoners.  “You aren’t going to cause me any trouble, are you?” she asked in a menacing tone.
 
The prisoners fell all over themselves, assuring her they wouldn’t, so I removed their cuffs with a key provided by the gremlin guards.
 
“We’ll be back,” I said, porting us out.
 
I stopped long enough to collect the torso half of the corpse before returning to the dungeon. 
 
The prisoners raged when I reached the bottom of the stairs and flung the torso into the center of the room.  My hip was starting to ache badly from all the stairs, and my mood was rapidly souring.
 
“He attacked us!” I shouted.  “Don’t be like him.”
 
The shouting died down when I held up the manacles, and five more sets of hands slid through the bars.
 
We didn’t have any further incidents, and in the end, nineteen prisoners decided to chance the living dungeon over remaining in the gremlins’ mundane one. 
 
Ceria managed to get us three more soul gems on the last trip, bringing my total up to nine.  Monster trading was even more lucrative than adventuring.  Just one more soul gem, and I could fulfill my promise to Tic.
 
“It makes me very happy to hear you’re thinking about me,” Tic purred.  “I feel like you forget I’m here half the time.”
 
“Sorry, sweetie,” I apologized.  “I never forget you’re there.  I just actually feel the emotions of my other bonds, and they feel mine.”
 
“I’m hoping you’ll change that soon,” Tic replied, still in that syrupy tone. 
 
Chuckling, I just shook my head.  At least she’d never lied about her motivations.  She wanted to get laid and bound, so she didn’t end up in the system when she died.   I could understand that reasoning, since it seemed she’d just go home on her death, rather than embarking on the final great adventure like the rest of us.
 
“That’s not the only reason,” Tic thought, genuine hurt in her mental voice.  “Don’t you remember how we met?  I thought we had connected, at least a little bit.”
 
“I thought you were just toying with me,” I replied, genuinely surprised by the depth of her emotion, but wary that she could be trying to manipulate me.  Seeing Gretch handle Ceria had raised some red flags about overly interested women as of late. 
 
“Hey, I really like Ceria,” Gretch objected.  “I wouldn’t have done that if I didn’t.”
 
“You really like every attractive being you meet,” Skryvonna muttered.
 
“Fuck you!” Gretch retorted, not an ounce of her typical playfulness in her mental voice.  “I don’t like any man but Andric.”
 
“I… apologize,” Skryvonna thought, though it sounded like she was fighting a herd of wild horses to get the words out. 
 
I nearly swallowed my tongue in shock, all concerns about Tic’s trustworthiness blasted out of my head by Skryvonna’s genuine apology.
 
“I accept,” Gretch said in a dignified voice before her words slipped into her customary playful cadence.  “You know… I do like you, Skryvonna…”
 
“Do not dare use that lust ability on me,” Skryvonna hissed.  “I do not like girls.”
 
“If you insist,” Gretch sighed.  “But if you ever change your mind….”
 
Shaking my head, I glanced up to find Grelda still watching me.
 
“Did you bring any other meat?” She asked hopefully, seeing she had my attention.
 
“Ah, shit,” I muttered.  “Does the dungeon need entire animals or just portions?”
 
“It’s better if it has the whole animal,” Ceria spoke up.
 
“I’ll be right back,” I said, porting back to the nexus and leaving everyone else in the dungeon.
 
I quickly bought an entire cow carcass and added a deer when I noticed it didn’t cost much.  I felt marginally responsible for many of the dungeon's denizens, since I was responsible for so many of them being there.  Besides, it didn’t cost much for me to improve their lives. 
 
I ported back, the carcass appearing on the bind point with me.
 
“Thank you so much,” Grelda said reverently, as she grabbed the steer's legs and pulled it from the portal rune.
 
“No problem,” I said, weariness starting to pull me down.  “Let me know if there’s anything else, the next time I come back.”
 
Grelda looked at me with a hungry smile, her lips pulling back to reveal her wedge-shaped teeth.
 
“You can’t eat me,” I said, exasperated.
 
“I don’t think she has food on her mind,” Gill thought through an explosion of her distinctive shrill laughter.
 
“Bye, Grelda,” I said, rolling my eyes.  After gathering everyone up, I ported us back to the nexus.
 
Checking the time, I saw it was about 21:00.  I only had an hour of nexus time left, so I decided to push through the insidious fatigue that threatened to pull my eyelids down and collect the gnolls.  I’d really wanted to check on the Firetails, but I didn’t think I was going to have the energy for it.  Had it really only been two days since we left them?
 
“I’m going to see if the gnoll we talked to is still up,” I announced.  “If you’re half as tired as I am, feel free to remain here.”
 
“I’m going, of course,” Mara said as she gently rubbed her eyes with her palms.  The swelling had gone down a good bit, but her face was still covered with yellow and blue bruises.
 
“I’m not letting you leave me behind anymore,” Ceria announced.  “Just look at how many new dungeon minions I’ve been able to procure since joining you in your travels.”
 
“You nearly got dead, too,” I reminded her.
 
She waved a hand, as if that detail were unimportant. 
 
“Remind me we need to talk when we get done for the night,” I said seriously.
 
Her tail quested out and briefly wrapped around my ankle as she nodded.
 
“Going,” Court stated when I glanced over at her.
 
“You’d get lost without me,” Arentha piped up.  “I was really hoping to see that tinker’s lab you set up…”
 
Shrugging, I once again ported to the Longstrider Tribe bind point.
 
 “Follow me,” Arentha said and began trudging down the street.  We were all starting to slow down, except for Court.  She never got excited, but the rangy panther girl seemed to possess an endless well of steady energy. 
 
Recognizing the street once we drew near, I strode passed Arentha and lightly knocked on the door.
 
Ember opened it immediately.
 
“I didn’t think you were coming back,” she said, a bit of reproach in her voice.
 
“We got caught up in something,” I said while stretching my body to one side in an effort to loosen the cramp in my injured hip.
 
“We’re ready, if you’re truly taking us to your home,” Ember said, stepping out the door.  Two gnoll men followed on her heels.  If I had to guess, I’d say it was her husband and son.
 
“Anyone else coming?” I asked.
 
“Just us,” she replied.  I noticed they were all armed with short swords or daggers, but I didn’t mention it.  I’d be wary, as well, if a stranger showed up and claimed that they’d restore my people.  It spoke to the sheer desperation of these people that they were coming at all.
 
Rather than warn them about my wives and the fact that we would be teleporting to a new location, I just added them to the group and ported them home with me.  It’d be easier to show than tell.
 
Once we materialized in my nexus, Gill immediately popped out and shook wrists with the three gnolls.  None of my other Summons appeared, which confused me.
 
“She asked us to wait,” Gretch thought. 
 
“Sweet of you,” I chuckled.  “I think you all draw perverse pleasure from frightening new people.”
 
“It is fun,” Tic admitted.
 
“We would not make things harder than they have to be for our head wife,” Skryvonna put in, surprising me by acknowledging Gill’s position.
 
“I am not unreasonable,” Skryvonna thought ruefully.  “I had a chance to be head wife but ruined it with my childish behavior.  I can accept that.”
 
“You wanted to talk, Andric?” Ceria murmured, seeing Gill immersed in conversation with her kin.
 
“Yeah, I need to wait a couple more hours in the dungeon, anyway,” I replied.  “No rest for the wicked.”
 
I walked up behind Gill and put an arm around her waist.  She glanced at me curiously, pausing her conversation.
 
“I have to exit the dungeon for a couple more hours before I can stay in,” I explained.  “I’m going to go train in the dungeon for a bit.  Why don’t you get them some supper, and I’ll catch up with you when I get back?”
 
Gill’s face fell.  “I don’t like it,” she muttered.  “We’ve never been separated.”
 
“The dungeon will keep him safe,” Ceria spoke up from behind us.
 
Gill briefly bared her teeth in a snarl of indecision.  “Come back as soon as you can, husband,” she finally said, though she clearly wasn’t happy about it.
 
“I have everyone else,” I reassured her.
 
She nodded once and kissed me tenderly before leading the gnolls out of the portal room.
 
Not wanting to leave myself, I procrastinated by buying a couple of chickens and a pig.  In my delirious state, I forgot to purchase dead ones or cages.
 
The chickens immediately took off, but the pig just looked around in confusion.
 
“Got ‘em,” Gretch called, materializing and streaking off after the fleeing poultry.
 
I watched in awe as she snatched the first one up, mid-stride, then turned on a dime for the other one.   Having occasionally chased chickens in my youth, I know exactly how fast and agile those things could be.  Not nearly as quick and nimble as Gretch the hob-succubus, it seemed. 
 
. 
 
In no time at all, Gretch returned, a chicken dangling from its leg in each hand.
 
“Thanks, love,” I said with a smile of admiration.
 
“Ooh, do I get a reward?” Gretch asked, as her stride became sinfully sensual.  It would have been painfully sexy if she weren’t carrying a couple of pissed-off chickens. 
 
“Definitely,” I grinned.  “But not tonight.  You already told Vonna it’s her turn.”
 
“Dammit,” Gretch pouted, thrusting the chickens into my hands and vanishing.
 
“You ladies go get some supper,” I said to Mara, Court, Arentha, and Ceria.
 
“I’m coming,” Ceria said, her silver eyes bright with determination.
 
“You’re not going anywhere but the dungeon?” Court asked.
 
“Cross my heart,” I replied, starting to draw a cross on my chest before the chicken in my fist reminded me of its presence by squawking and pecking my armor.
 
Court looked at me like I was a few beers short of a six-pack but slowly nodded and walked off.  Arentha and Mara drifted off behind her.
 
I ported us back into the dungeon.
 
As soon as I materialized, I tossed the squirming chickens on the floor, where they bolted into the tunnels.  The pig just blinked and snorted before laying down on the bind point rune.
 
The guards hovered around the pig as if it were some kind of threat. 
 
“Come on,” Ceria said, taking my hand and leading me down the familiar path to the female kobold chambers.
 
They weren’t empty this time, and we interrupted a couple of female goblins finding satisfaction in each other’s arms.  One glared at us from between the other’s legs, and Ceria hurried us through to the next room. 
 
Grelda sat at the table eating an entire beef roast and chatting happily with a couple of kobolds. 
 
“Oh, hi Andric,” she slurred around a mouthful of beef. 
 
“Hi, Grelda,” I waved back as Ceria ushered me onwards.  “I brought you all a pig and some chickens,” I called over my shoulder, and Ceria pulled me into yet another room.
 
I noticed the floor was covered in blankets, and a suit of chainmail armor adorned a kobold-sized armor stand in the corner.
 
“Your room?” I asked.
 
“Yes,” she said, sinking down into the pile of blankets and pillows.  “What did you want to talk about?”
 
“Why do you want to give up your immortality and join our family?” I asked bluntly.
 
She glanced around as if worried we’d be overheard before answering.  “I’m one hundred and forty-six years old, Andric,” she finally sighed.  “I’ve been looking at the same walls that entire time.  Don’t get me wrong, I love the dungeon, but I want to live the rest of my life outside its walls.  Sure, I can’t die in here, but I can’t really live, either.  Most of my brothers and sisters are completely happy to stay here forever.  The dungeon provides whatever you need and only insists you train and fight.  I’m sure it will be even better, with all the people and items you’ve been bringing in, but I don’t want to spend forever here.”
 
“You wouldn’t exactly be free if you bound yourself to me,” I reminded her gently.
 
“But I would have you… and Gretch,” she said, her secretive smile spreading across her face. 
 
“You barely know me,” I argued, though Gretch loudly protested in my head.
 
“I know enough,” she said.  “I know you saved the dungeon.  Even though I want to leave, I love the dungeon.  You also saved my life and the lives of everyone I know.  You fascinate me with how you just do things and get results.  I couldn’t go back to living only to fight the adventurers that find their way down here.  I want a purpose in life.”
 
“You think that being a piece of my equipment is a higher purpose?” I asked skeptically.
 
Ceria snorted in derision, “We both know you don’t see your wives and lovers as pieces of equipment.  Besides, you could make me… more.  Gretch was a simple goblin when I first met you.  Now, she’s…” Ceria trailed off with a throaty growl.
 
“You really like Gretch, don’t you?” I asked with a chuckle.
 
“Both of you fascinate me,” Ceria said, her voice still thick with lust.  “If I can have you both and the possibility of becoming something greater, I would give up my immortality.”
 
“Chief, I swear to Apollyon, if you don’t kiss her, I will,” Gretch growled in my mind.
 
I held out my arms, and Ceria slithered into my lap, her sinuous body incredibly sexy as she used her long tail to propel herself into my lap.
 
She clamped her mouth aggressively over mine and thrust her tongue through my lips.  I gasped when I felt her slender forked tongue sweep through my mouth.  Her tail wrapped around us both, pinning my hips to hers as she ground against me.
 
When she took a breath, I gasped, “Not yet.”
 
Ceria froze, her steely gray eyes wide with frustration.
 
“I have promises to keep,” I growled, trying to force coherent thought through the fog of sudden arousal that filled my mind.
 
A high-pitched whine escaped Ceria’s lips as she loosened her tail.
 
“Soon,” I rasped.  “You still belong to the dungeon, and I have to get the soul gems to bind you.”
 
“I will wait,” Ceria growled.  She lunged forward and passionately kissed me again before abruptly breaking contact.              
 
“Will you lie down with me like you did the night of the battle?” She asked, breathing heavily.  “You can rest, and I will wake you when it’s time to return to your… our home.”
 
I fought to get my own ragged breathing under control as I nodded.  Ceria stood and pulled off her chainmail before tossing it carelessly to the floor.  I watched as she pulled off the sweaty white garment beneath and threw it on the discarded armor. 
 
My mouth ran dry as she stood over me in only black panties, her slender, sexy body entirely on display.  I tracked the fascinating scale patterns up her legs, over her hips, and up to her perky little breasts, before finally meeting her eyes again.
 
Her secretive smile was in full force when she asked, “Well, are you going to lay down?”
 
Nodding mutely, I made myself comfortable on the pile of blankets.  When I was situated, Ceria slid in tight to my front.  Grabbing my hand, she placed it on her firm breast with a satisfied sigh.  Her tail wrapped itself around one of my legs, and she pulled it over her hip, bringing us that much closer together.
 
Her slender body felt so… right against me, I assumed I’d never be able to fall asleep.  Less than a minute later, I discovered I was wrong.
 




Chapter 17 – Growing Closer

“Wake up, Andric,” a voice gently pierced my blood-soaked dreams.
 
Prying my eyes open, I found myself staring into the reptilian pupils of Ceria’s gray eyes from less than a foot away.
 
“I told you I’d wake you up,” she murmured.  “It’s nearly midnight, so you can continue your sleep in a bed, if you’d like.”
 
“We were going to let you sleep here,” Gretch informed me.
 
“I’m good.  Thanks, though,” I thought as I stiffly climbed to my feet. 
 
Ceria pushed herself to her own feet and gathered up both sets of chain mail before rejoining me, gently wrapping her tail around my ankle with a nod.
 
I was sorely tempted to kiss her again before returning to the nexus, but I felt it would be unnecessarily cruel, since I didn’t intend to go any further until I could afford to properly bind her.  I had women waiting to finish me off at home.  She didn’t.
 
“We’ll see if you are up for it,” Skryvonna snarked.  “You are sleeping in my bed tonight.”
 
“We’ll stay with you… to lend you strength,” Gretch thought, hot lust radiating from her bond.
 
“At least until you go to sleep,” Elyria put in.
 
Shaking my head in amusement, I ported us home. 
 
The empty portal room felt abandoned.  Whatever magic controlled the lights automatically dimmed them during nighttime hours.  Even though sunlight didn’t exist in my nexus, I felt the sensation of wandering around an empty house alone at night as I walked into the great room. 
 
“There you are, Chief,” Purple said from the shadows, nearly causing me to jump out of my boots.
 
Searching the room, I spied her hazy form silhouetted in one of the overstuffed reading chairs. 
 
She stood and stretched, giving me a fantastic view of her voluptuous form, and drawing a mental snort of derision from Skryvonna. 
 
“I was waiting for you,” she explained through a yawn.  “You can drink another healing potion right before bed.” 
 
Purple bent down and picked up my potion bandoleer from the end table near where she’d been sitting. 
 
“I also refilled this,” she said as I walked over to her.  “Please don’t take enough potions to nearly kill yourself again.”
 
Nodding, I took the full bandoleer and draped it over a shoulder. 
 
“Thanks, Purple,” I said.  “I’ll do my best not to.”
 
She flashed a wide smile, putting her tusks and dimples on full display.  “If you do overdo it, make sure you get back here so I can nurse you back to health and wash you up again.”
 
“Will do,” I replied with a chuckle, the image of her heavy purple breasts flashing into my mind’s eye.  Pulling a health potion from the bandoleer, I drank it down on the spot, savoring the cherry flavor.
 
“I’m going to bed right now,” I assured the hovering troll.
 
“You need to actually sleep, as well,” she advised with a chuckle.
 
“Sure thing,” I replied, smirking at her innuendo. 
 
“You will sleep,” Skryvonna assured me.  “In fact, everyone can go.  He will not be needing any enhanced physical capabilities tonight.”
 
To my complete surprise, the rest of my Summons appeared around us immediately.  Purple squeaked when everyone materialized but immediately laughed at herself.
 
“Does anyone need any food or drink?” Elyria asked.
 
“You are our equal now,” Skryvonna replied.  “You do not need to serve us.”
 
“I don’t mind,” the shy bunny girl giggled.  “It would feel weird if I just suddenly stopped worrying about whether or not everyone was comfortable.  Besides, I like doing it.”
 
“Come on, Hoppy Hop,” Gretch giggled, grabbing Elyria’s hand and pulling her towards my bedroom.  “You can serve us in the bedroom.  I’m sure Gill will appreciate your eagerness.”
 
“I’m going to my bed,” Tic grumbled.  “All by myself… again.”
 
I opened my mouth to remind her I nearly had enough soul gems to upgrade her… but closed it again.  I still wasn’t sure I trusted her enough to bind her for life, even when she was no longer snack-sized.
 
“You’re an eldritch being.  I’m sure you have the patience to wait a bit longer,” Purple scolded Tic before continuing in a seductive tone.  “I’m just a mortal, though….”
“Me, too,” I said, my grin growing wider.  “A mortal who needs to sleep off the effects of the health potion I just took, according to my beautiful alchemist.”
 
“You’re not the only ones who wish they weren’t sleeping alone,” Ceria reminded them from behind me. 
 
“I’ll see you in the morning,” she said, hugging me from behind with her arms and tail, before slinking down the hall, her lithe form seeming to flow as she walked.
 
“Good night, Chief,” Purple smirked, swaying her generous hips as she headed off to her own bed.
 
Skryvonna pushed into my side, so I put my arm around her shoulder. 
 
“Let’s get you to bed,” she said gently, wrapping an arm around my waist and leading me to her bedroom.
 
She’d upgraded her sleeping arrangements, adding an actual mattress to the pillows and blankets decorating the floor.  I gratefully sank down onto it, pulling my sexy scorpion wife down with me.
 
“You doing ok, Vonna?” I asked, as she snuggled into my side.
 
“Of course.  Why would I not be?” She asked warily.
 
“Tic stole some of your thunder, being knowledgeable as she is.  Gretch surpassed your rarity level…”
 
“I am still the smartest person you know.  I do not care what the numbers say,” she growled, though I caught a hint of playfulness in her tone.
 
“Just checking in,” I said, rubbing the smooth silk covering her toned back.
 
“I am fine,” she said with a bit of a sigh.  “I am honestly used to not being the most powerful and wise Summon on the team.”
 
I cocked an eyebrow, remembering she’d been part of an established team for quite a few years.
 
“Want to talk about it?” I asked.
 
“Not really,” she grumbled, but continued talking anyway.  “I was not a greater drider before I joined the team.  I died as a lowly lesser drider.  Still superior to the trolls and goblins you love so much, but at the bottom of Hexaxe society with no way up.  Lesser Hexaxe do not naturally evolve into Greater.”
 
“So, all that talk of being a greater species was just an act this whole time?” I asked with a chuckle.
 
“Not an act,” she scolded, lightly slapping my chest.  “Obviously, I am a superior being in any form.”
 
“How did you end up a Summon?” I asked, letting my tone reflect the gravity of the question.
 
“My matriarch ordered me and my sister to accompany the slaves on a raid.  The target was a rival matriarch.  The bitch somehow knew we were coming.  Our army was surrounded as soon as we breached the walls.  Cowardly slaves surrendered.”
 
“You didn’t?” I prodded.
 
“No.  There are worse things than death.  Especially if you are caught by a rival matriarch.  My sister and I fought to the death.  I suppose the reaping we harvested was rewarded.  My god saw fit to make me a Summon instead of taking me into his dark embrace.”
 
“I’m glad he did,” I said, squeezing her tighter against me for a moment.
 
“Me, too,” she whispered, trailing a hand down my chest.  “How did you become a battlemaster?”
 
“It was one of those ‘hold my beer and watch this’ moments,” I sighed.  “I don’t really want to talk about it.”
 
“What about your wife on Earth?” Skryvonna asked.  “You often compare your previous marriage to your current one in your thoughts.  Lucky for you, you are smart enough to see your current situation as an improvement.”
 
I glanced over to see her four obsidian eyes looking up into my face.  I momentarily got lost in the glimmer of blue light reflecting off those perfectly black spheres. 
 
“Ex-wife,” I finally answered.  “Not much to tell.  Married my high school sweetheart, then joined the Army.  We grew apart.  I was always deployed somewhere.  By the time I got out, we didn’t know each other anymore.  It worked out when I was in the Army.  She was always excited for me to get home and sad to see me go.  When I got a regular job, we had to live with each other day in and day out, basically strangers.”
 
“You speak of her in much better terms than you think of her,” Skryvonna said with a mischievous smile, her hand trailing down further to toy with my waistband.
 
“Well, it’s easy to rationalize things aloud,” I replied, distracted as her cool, slender hand slipped under my waistband and continued slowly south.  “In my head, I think of all the things she did that I didn’t like, without taking into account how hard it was to live with me and my PTSD once I got out.”
 
“PTSD?” she asked, finding her prize and stroking me gently with the tips of her fingers.
 
“Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. It’s common for humans to get a little unsettled after seeing a lot of combat,” I explained, my mouth on autopilot as I concentrated on what she was doing.
 
“I suppose nearly every being on Tournion has this PTSD, then,” she said with a soft laugh.  “I have not noticed you acting irrationally.”
 
“Well,” I considered, trying to focus enough to put together coherent sentences while her slender fingers toyed with me.  “It’s worse when I’m trying to live a normal life.  Here on Tournion, I never leave my civilian life, but I also feel the same as I did in a combat zone.”
 
“We will have to ensure that your life is never ‘normal,’ then,” she said with a wicked grin, finally freeing my member from the confines of my pants.  She threw a leg over my hips and sat up in my lap, grinding herself against my exposed cock.
 
“I thought you said fun was off the table when you sent the others away,” I gasped.  “Not that I’m complaining.”
 
Skryvonna pulled her silk top to the sides, framing her perfect, medium-sized breasts and rust-red nipples with the silk.  I could just make out a smirk playing across her thin lips in the dim, blue light of her bedroom.
 
“I said you would not need any buffs,” she purred.  “I never promised not to ride you until you pass out.”
 
She reached down and repositioned my cock so her warm, silk-clad pussy could glide properly along the underside of my shaft as she continued to rock her hips back and forth.
 
“Don’t worry… I will be gentle,” she murmured while stretching forward to pull my shirt over my head.  “We need to strengthen our bond so that I have more overworld time.”
 
“Good point,” I growled, reaching for her.
 
“Nope,” she said with a giggle, sitting back up and batting my hands away.  “You are not exerting yourself.  Just be still and enjoy.”
 
I’d never been good at being passive during sex.  I always wanted to bring my partner greater pleasure, but I’d learned that sometimes women just wanted to be in control of the action, so I let my hands fall to my sides.
 
“Good human,” Skryvonna said with a content sigh when she saw me complying with her wishes. 
 
I fought the urge to thrust my hips as she continued the soft grind against my hardness.  The belly dancer silks she wore really fit the image as she began to pick up the pace and complexity of her graceful dry humping.
 
“You’re going to rub us both raw with that silk,” I grunted.  Not that it was uncomfortable yet, but better safe than chafed.
 
“Right,” she breathed, before smoothly standing and slowly sliding her black silk panties from beneath her red loincloth-style skirt.  
When she crouched back atop me, I expected her to slide me inside, but she just positioned my cock as it had been before and slid her naked pussy against my straining length.
 
The slick, smooth friction drew a groan from me.  The sensation caused both incredible pleasure and boundless frustration.  I longed to penetrate her hot core, but her slick folds felt incredible as she slid herself forward and back on my cock.
 
I eventually began to thrust, flexing my pelvic muscles to press my dick as firmly against her clit as possible.  Giving up on penetration, I focused on the silky sensation of her gliding against me.
 
Skryvonna let out a husky chuckle then a groan of pleasure.  She fell against my chest, her breathing becoming rapid.
 
“Feels good…” she breathed into my ear, still grinding against me.
 
She bit down on my neck and increased her pace, small moans escaping her lips.
 
I brought a hand up and buried it in her hair, massaging the back of her neck and encouraging her to keep biting me.  The sheer erotic storm of sensory feedback was already threatening to push me towards the edge, so I tried to isolate the pain of her bite and focus on it as I matched her increasingly frantic gyrations.
 
“Gods….” She squeaked against my neck, as her rhythm was destroyed by the orgasm that swept through her.  I continued driving my shaft through the valley of her dripping sex, stimulating her clit as she rode out her ecstasy. 
 
Skryvonna eventually slowed to a stop.
 
“Mmmm,” she moaned, licking my neck where she’d bit it.  “Your turn.”
 
Sitting back up, she elevated her hips enough to slip me inside.  The warm, tight sensation nearly overwhelmed me after the extended teasing of the past several minutes.
 
She began rapidly grinding me inside herself, milking me with her internal muscles.  The telling pressure in my groin grew rapidly.
 
“Wait,” I snapped, my hand clamping down on her athletic hip.
 
“Did I do it wrong?” she asked looking mildly hurt.  “I pay attention when I am observing you with the others.  I thought this would please you the most.”
 
“You didn’t do anything wrong, Vonna,” I replied with a hoarse chuckle.  “If we were rushed for time, this would be great.  You’d have finished me in the next ten seconds, if you kept that up.  I enjoy having sex with you, though, and I’m in no hurry to finish.”
 
Understanding dawned on her flushed face.
 
“Just do what feels good for you,” I explained.  “Slowly, at first.”
 
After a bit of experimental bouncing, she settled down into slow, long strokes, lifting herself nearly off my rod entirely before plunging back down.
 
“That feels good,” she breathed as she impaled herself again and again.  “Right there.”
 
I kept my lower abs flexed to keep my shaft as straight and rigid as possible as she used me to slowly and thoroughly fuck herself.  The sight of the beautiful woman riding me, her four eyes squeezed shut and her tail curled tightly with pleasure, was surreal enough for me to catch my second wind.
 
Entirely focused on the subtle changes of expression as she brought herself to ever-expanding heights of pleasure, I enjoyed the show as her pace gradually increased.
 
She fell forward onto her hands and knees atop me, still rhythmically pumping her ass into the air, moans of pleasure punctuating each soft slap of her pelvis meeting mine.
 
I propped myself up on my elbows and caught a swaying nipple in my lips, lightly biting it and flicking my tongue over the ridged bud.
 
“Yes… Andric… going… to… cum…” she moaned the words in rhythm with her movements.
 
My own release couldn’t be delayed much longer.
 
“Cum for me,” I grunted, freeing her breast to rub delightfully against my face.
 
“Yessssss,” she responded in a warbling shriek, her inner walls clamping down in erratic spasms as she switched from bouncing to franticly grinding.
 
Heat swept through my lower body as my own dam broke.  I grabbed her tight ass and thrust hard as wave after wave of euphoria washed over us both.
 
We lay panting and sweating with me still deep inside of her.
 
“I told you, you would not need any buffs,” she eventually said with a happy giggle, breaking the reverent postcoital bliss.
 
“I guess you’re right,” I replied with a laugh of my own.
 
She began to rock her hips, the friction making me twitch as the sensation assaulted my oversensitive half-erection.
 
“Should I stop?” she asked, sounding slightly worried.
 
“Nah,” I grunted through clenched teeth.  “Keep going, my dick will get the memo in a few seconds.”
 
Skryvonna laughed and sat up, pulling sweat-slicked strands of pink hair from her face.
 
“You think you can go again, even without the others?” she asked, her obsidian eyes glimmering with mirth.
 
“I think so,” I grunted, a predatory grin forming on my own lips as I thrust myself firmly inside her, the near pain of post-orgasmic oversensitivity beginning to fade at the sight of her lean, sweaty body still impaled on my cock.
 
“Good,” she moaned with an athletic twirl of her hips.
_________________________________________________________________
 
I woke confused.  After Skryvonna’s surprisingly tender lovemaking, I remembered falling asleep, but at least two bodies pinned me to the bed.  Prying my eyes open, I saw a cascade of black and pink hair covering my chest. 
 
“You awake, Chief?” Gretch asked sleepily when I leaned up to confirm she was on my right shoulder, and Vonna occupied my left.
 
For a wonder, Gretch was the only one wearing clothes.
 
“Does Vonna know you’re in here?” I whispered.
 
“Vonna does know,” Skryvonna grumbled.  “She promised to be good, and I wanted you to sleep off that potion before anyone woke you.”
 
I gently disentangled myself and sat up, rubbing my eyes. 
 
“What time is it?”
 
“Morning,” Gretch said, attempting to snuggle into me more thoroughly.
 
“We have to go,” I chuckled, easing out from under her.
 
“I am ready,” Skryvonna said, her voice all business.
 
Glancing over, I saw that she’d already thrown her silks on.
 
Gretch groaned dramatically but vanished into my head like she usually did in the morning before she was ready to wake up.
 
I found Gill and Elyria both asleep in my bed when I went for a change of clothes. 
 
Gently shaking Gill awake, I said, “Wake up, sleeping beauty.”
 
“Unnng,” she groaned as her golden eyes fluttered open.  “Tell Gretch, she’s not allowed to use that damn lust power on us if you’re not here.  That, or buy her a collar and a muzzle.”
 
“I’ll do both,” I said, kissing the exhausted-looking gnoll.  “I’m sure you can think of some fun things to do with a collar and a muzzle.”
 
“I love you,” Gill murmured with a sleepy grin before disappearing.
 
I smirked back and moved over to Elyria, who was snoring softly, a thin line of drool smeared across her chin.
 
Bending down, I took one cool, blue nipple in my mouth and flicked it with my tongue.
 
“Too tired… no more,” she squeaked with a giggle.
 
I palmed a large breast with one hand and stroked a velvety ear with the other one, murmuring, “It’s time to wake up, sleepyhead.”
 
In almost a blur of speed, Elyria sat bolt upright, her green eyes wide.  “Oh, Sir, I’m sorry!” she exclaimed.
 
“It’s ok,” I laughed. “But it’s time to get going.”
 
“I need to cook breakfast,” Elyria said, still sleep panicking.
 
I gathered her up in my arms and wiped the drool from her chin, before kissing her soundly until the tension left her body and she began to melt into me.
 
“No time for cooking breakfast,” I murmured, reluctantly breaking our kiss.  “Can you find Tic and ask her to gather everyone up?”
 
“Of course, Sir,” Elyria said, her voice much less stressed now.
 
“Thank you, my sexy bunny wife,” I said.
 
“Say it again?” Elyria asked, closing her eyes.
 
“Sexy bunny wife,” I whispered into one of her long white ears.
 
Elyria shivered before popping out of bed.  “I’m going,” she announced, heading for the door.
 
“As much as I hate to mention it… you might want to put some clothes on first,” I chuckled.
 
“Oh… right,” Elyria said, scooping clothes off the floor. 
 
I quite enjoyed the show as she squeezed her muscular ass into her leather short-shorts, before wrapping her top around her breasts and tying it off at the side.   She dashed out the door to find Tic, and I found myself wondering if saving the tribes was really important enough to have passed up a morning threesome with the two.
 
“Foursome,” Gretch corrected, still sounding groggy herself.
 
“I’m glad you’re feeling better, love,” Gill thought, “but I need to return our guests home.”
 
“Oh shit, we still have those gnolls here, don’t we?” I asked, just now remembering they existed.
 
“Yes, I need to talk to you about them, as well, Master…” Gill thought in a syrupy tone.
 
“You want something, don’t you?” I mentally laughed. 
 
“Um… they are kind of interested in staying here.  Well… gathering up their relatives and coming back here, anyway,” Gill said, sounding guilty.
 
“How many are there?” I asked on my way to the kitchen for a cold breakfast.
 
“Around twenty,” Gill replied, still sounding guilty.
 
“Hrmm… They’ll have to wait until after I take the gremlins to the Firetail clan,” I thought.  “I can’t have that many guests in here and still move five hundred people through here.”
 
”I’m sure that’s fine,” Gill assured me.
 
“Did you tell them my thoughts about rebuilding the pack?” I asked.
 
“Yes…” Gill thought, though the way she drew the word out made me suspicious.
 
“We’ll discuss it later,” Gill thought as I rounded the last corner and beheld a full table in the great room.
 
Trolls, gnolls, and most everyone else in my nexus mingled over the breakfast table.  Bierg and Fierg sat on a couch eating off a coffee table, apparently not having room to eat at the breakfast table.
 
“There he is!” Fierg announced.  “I told you he’s fine.  Ugly human just likes to sleep the day away.”
 
“Lazy humans…” Bierg grumbled loudly.
 
I flipped the pair off on my way to grab a plate.
 
“What’s that mean?” Fierg asked.
 
I just chuckled, enjoying the inside joke with my bonds, who read my mind for the context.
 
Sitting on a couch across from the twins and accepting a plate Ceria handed me, I asked, “You all want to keep traveling with me, or go home?”
 
“We need to get back,” Bierg said.  “Just come get us the next time you get in a bind.  I’ll start gathering up some more trolls who want to raid.  No more fighting entire armies with just a few of us.”
 
I pulled out the sack of coin I’d received from the gear I’d sold off yesterday and tossed it over.
 
Fierg snatched it out of the air and bounced it on his palm a few times, testing the weight.
 
“This will help convince more than a few,” he announced with a tusk-filled smile.
 
I filled a roll with eggs and sausage before getting up.  “I’ll send you now,” I said with my mouth full.  “Need to get to the gremlin village soon.”
 
Ulfgar saw us moving and followed as we went into the portal room.
 
“Don’t be a stranger,” Fierg said with a firm wrist shake.
 
“I don’t intend to,” I assured him. 
 
After our farewells, I keyed in Rathfuerg and sent the trolls home.  Elyria and Tic had rounded up everyone else and herded them into the portal room by the time I turned around.
 
“We missing anyone?” I asked, scanning faces and ticking off names.
 
“This is everyone that’s going,” Tic said with confidence.
 
“Everyone ready?” I asked the room.
 
I got nods and some unsure looks from the gnolls.  Doing a quick mental inventory, I accounted for all my wives and saw Tic vanish into her necklace, so I ported us all to the Longstrider town, noting that the town’s proper name was Strider’s Peak.
 
The guards must’ve been new because they shouted in alarm and raised their weapons in defense.  I looked around for Arentha but didn’t see her.
 
“She stayed behind to work with Bo’urk on something,” Tic informed me.
 
I grumbled about losing our guide and waited for a gremlin who knew what was going on to shout the guards down before lowering my shield.
 
An officious little fellow strolled up to Mara and asked, “What do you need?”
 
“We need to see the Chief, and these gnolls would like to return to their homes,” she replied coolly.
 
The gremlin peered at the gnolls for a long moment before nodding.  “You can go home,” he said, flipping a casual hand at the gnolls.  “The rest of you, follow me.  I’ll see if the Chief has time to see you.  Fair warning, though: It’s been a busy morning.”
 
“We’ll take our chances,” I assured him as we fell in behind the little guy.  By now, I knew the way to the town hall, but I patiently walked behind and waited as he went inside to announce our arrival.
 
Moments later, the same gremlin rushed out the doors.
 
“The Chief will see you now, Sir,” he announced. 
 
“Thanks, bud,” I said, walking past him with my little entourage of hot women.  Sure, none belonged to me, but they didn’t know that.
 
“Ah, Andric,” Chief Trakka called from her customary seat at the round table. 
 
I walked over, and a few gremlins vacated the side of the table opposite her so I could sit down.
 
“Some of our scouts have returned,” the Chief said, getting right down to business.  “The closest tribe are the ursine to the south of us.  To some degree, they seem to have capitulated to Torm, refusing to fight on either side… idiots.  They think if they don’t defend the other tribes, Torm will leave them alone.”
 
“Ursine?” I asked internally.
 

“Bear-kin,” Skryvonna replied. 
 
“There was an extensive tribe of goblins to the east.  They are gone, and their villages have been razed.  The Firetail Tribe is to our north.  They are still besieged.   To our west is the Herd; they didn’t even realize that Torm was trying to claim the Spine...”
 
“The Herd?” I asked, grateful for my increased mental facilities granted by Tic.  I usually wouldn’t be able to process and remember shit she just said.
 
“Centaurs,” Gill explained.
 
“The Herd is sending five-hundred warriors,” Trakka said, hardly stopping for a breath.  “They will be staging here as we try to gather more tribes.  I’m hoping the Firetails can hold a large portion of their armies in place long enough for the Tribes to gather, but we are playing catch-up.”
 
I nodded, glad that Chief Trakka was taking action without me having to coerce her.
 
“What do you need me to do?” I asked. 
 
“Get our sappers to the Firetail butte for now,” Trakka responded.  “Tormian patrols and slaver parties are crawling all over the Spine.  They seem to be taking any small groups they come across as slaves and shipping them back to Torm, but there isn’t a lot we can do about it right now.”
 
“Do you know where they are sending them?” I asked.
 
“Torm,” she answered, looking at me like I was an idiot.
 
“They’re sending them straight back to Torm?” I prompted.  “There’s no staging area or anything where they hold people until they get enough to caravan back?”
 
“Oh… I understand now.” Chief Trakka said, tapping her lower lip with a claw. 
 
“There may be, but we haven’t located it yet,” she conceded, clearly considering something.  “I’ll detail some scouts to trail some returning slaver parties.  If there is a staging area, I’m sure we’ll find it.”
 
“Would you try to figure out the routes they are using for their supply train, as well?” I asked.
 
“I’m already marking them down,” Trakka said, indicating a large map that covered the majority of the table.  “We’ll start hitting them as soon as the Herd arrives.”
 
“Good, thanks,” I said, studying the map.  “Where are we?” I asked.
 
“Here,” Trakka said, pointing to a golden gremlin figurine near the center of the map.  She then pointed out the rest of the clans she’d mentioned and the smooth river rocks that denoted patrols and supply lines.
 
“What about further out?” I asked, noticing that the portion of the map with markings was tiny compared to the entire thing.
 
“Our scouts can only go so far in a day,” Trakka said, sounding a bit offended.
 
“I don’t know how you managed to get reports even that far out so fast,” I mentioned, realizing that her scouts had covered quite a bit of ground and returned in a short amount of time.
 
“Our triptas are fast,” Trakka said, pride in her voice.
 
“Triptas?” I asked internally, but Trakka must have seen the confusion on my face because she answered before one of my Summons could.
 
“Triptas are basically giant lizards; quiet, obedient, and too small for a human to ride.
 
“I’d like to see them one day,” I said with a smile as I imagined the diminutive gremlins riding to battle on the backs of giant lizards.
 
“I’m sure you will soon,” Trakka said.  “For now, please get our sappers safely to Firemont, and bring me news from inside.
 
I recalled Firemont as the name of the Firetail Clan village from the portal menu.
 
“Where are your sappers?” I asked.
 
Chief Trakka clapped twice rather than answering.  The officious little prick who’d led us here from the bind point scurried over.
 
“Go tell General Zappta to form up at the bind point,” Trakka instructed.  “Send some people out to warn against getting in this human’s way, as well.  If I learn that he’s been held up because of mindless bureaucracy again, heads will roll.”
 
“Yes, Chief,” the official bowed with his arms crossed over his chest before taking off like a shot.
 
“General Zappta will meet you at the bind point,” Trakka informed me.  “Before you go, where in the seven hells is my daughter?”
 
“About that,” I said, scratching the back of my neck.  “She decided she liked my home and wants to move in.  She and my cord… leatherworker have started a project, and she didn’t show up this morning when we left.  I can bring her back, if you want.”
 
Chief Trakka waved a dismissive hand. 
 
“Tell her to visit me when she can.  I’m too busy to try to keep track of that little bitch,” the Chief said.
 
“Um, will do,” I replied, somewhat surprised by her crass dismissal of her daughter, but I didn’t have time to worry about it.
 
“We know the way,” I said, standing up.  Court, Mara, and Ceria fell in around me as I headed out of the building.  I noticed a couple of guards fell in with my group, but I wasn’t about to complain about having someone on hand that could clear our way.
 
About a hundred troops waited for us when we arrived back at the bind point.  At the front of the column, a distinguished but heavily scarred gremlin watched our approach with appraising eyes.
 
“Human Andric, I presume,” the scarred gremlin said in a surprisingly deep voice as we drew near.
 
“Just Andric is fine,” I replied, reaching out and clasping wrists with the little warrior.
 
“Well, Just Andric, I’m General Zappta.  The Chief informs me that you can magic us right to the peak of Firemont.”
 
“Should be able to,” I answered his implied question.
 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” he demanded.  “You can, or you can’t?”
 
“I can as long as there is no active combat nearby,” I clarified, not begrudging the man his attitude.  He was responsible for the lives under his command, and lack of information kills.
 
As we talked, more units of one hundred marched up, each led by a subordinate officer.  I idly wondered if they were broken down into officers and non-com’s, like Earth’s armies were.
 
“We’ll all be here within the next few minutes,” Zappta growled.  “Would have been much faster, but we’ve been reorganizing units all night.  Only those who want to live in this supposed dungeon are coming with us.”
 
“I can only take about twenty at a time,” I explained.  “Each trip can be completed in under a minute, if everyone stays put until we reach our destination though.”
 
“I see. I’ll go with the first group,” General Zappta said before indicating a gremlin female beside him.  “Deg, here, will remain in charge on this side.”
 
“Works for me,” I said.  “Ready to go?”
 
“Deg, get everyone broken down into squads of twenty.  Spread the word that everyone’s a statue until this human says the trip is over.  Got me?”
 
“I got ya, Zapp,” Deg replied with a surprising amount of familiarity.  Given how squared away the General seemed to be, I’d expected his troops to be equally disciplined. 
 
The General spouted a string of names, and gremlins broke ranks to stand in loose formation on the bind point runesbefore him.  Once he’d gathered up his handpicked troops, he turned to me expectantly.
 
Not needing any further prompting, I ported us all to my nexus.  There were a few gasps and whoops of surprise from the ranks, but none of them stepped a foot out of line.
 
Relieved we wouldn’t have a problem with wayward gremlins, I ported us to the Firemont.
 




Chapter 18 – Escalation

We emerged into the morning sunlight of a transformed town.  Several buildings were reduced to rubble, and nearly nude warriors in woad paint rushed in every direction.
 
“Where’s the Chief?” Mara demanded of a passing rakkin warrior.
 
“Longhouse,” The raccoon man replied, not even breaking stride.
 
“Andric, I’ve got to…” she began, but I stopped her with an upraised hand.
 
“Go ahead,” I said.  “Just make sure someone knows we’re bringing a small army of gremlins through.”
 
Just as I got the words out, a squad of kitsune warriors approached, weapons ready.
 
“What’s going on here?” the lead warrior demanded.
 
“Reinforcements from the Longstrider Tribe, Brek,” Mara snapped at the belligerent kitsune man. 
 
“Not going to do much good,” Brek snorted in derision at the twenty or so gremlins milling about.
 
“I guess I’ll just let the other four hundred and eighty sappers know that we aren’t needed, and they can just go back home!” General Zappta bellowed.
 
The male kitsune’s eyes widened as the General’s words sank in.
 
“I’ll clear the square,” he declared, turning to shout orders to his squad.
 
“I’m off,” Mara declared.
 
“Let the Chief know I’ll come see her as soon as I bring all the gremlins through!” I called as she began running in the direction of the Chief’s house.
 
Mara raised a hand to indicate she’d heard me but didn’t slow her stride.
 
I turned to Court and Ceria, asking, “Would you two mind staying here?  I want to get as many through as possible with each trip.”
 
“I’ll stay,” Ceria said with a nod, but Court narrowed her eyes at me.
 
“I’m your bodyguard,” the panther lady stated, tail lashing.   “I have to be near your body to guard it.”
 
No one had ever directly appointed her my bodyguard, and I considered arguing exactly what her job entailed, but the longer I stood talking, the more I wasted any gain from leaving her behind.  Shrugging in defeat, I turned to General Zappta.
 
“I’m going to start bringing them all through.  Any special instructions?”
 
“Bring as much of the heavy machinery as you can,” the gruff General said between issuing orders to his gremlins.
 
Nodding, I ported myself and Court back to find twenty gremlins and an odd, gun-looking device on a turret, waiting for me just outside the runes.
 
Rather than ask stupid questions, I just asked the most pertinent, “Ready?”
 
“Yep,” a female gremlin responded. 
 
I ported us all through.  True to the General’s orders, they didn’t so much as shift their feet in my portal room.
 
Once we reached the Firetail butte, I called out, “Ride’s over!” and they burst into a flurry of motion, clearing the bind point for the next group.
 
Nodding at their efficiency, I repeated the trip ten more times before we ran into our first problem.  I was about to go for another group when the teleport icon grayed out.
 
“Fuck,” I muttered, looking around for the cause.  A burned-out house beside me ignited into green fire with a ‘whump!,’ causing me to jump.
 
Glancing around, I saw several warriors pointing bows and crossbows up into the air.  Above us, twenty or so winged humanoids flew high above the butte.  As I watched, several of them released spherical objects from their talons.
 
Projectiles soon filled the air as the defenders fired bolts and arrows into the sky.  Most fell short, and the aerial combatants dodged the few bolts that reached them. 
 
The dropped objects began hitting the ground with the crash of broken pottery, followed by gouts of green alchemical fire. 
 
A loud clatter drew my attention to a group of gremlins who had assembled what looked like a pneumatic Gatling gun and were rapidly turning a crank.  The gunner crouched down low and aimed the contraption in the air just as the rotating barrels began spewing tiny bolts at incredible velocities.
 
The winged warriors above the butte whirled and drew javelins from quivers on their backs, taking aim at the defenders below.  The bolts from the chattering death machine beside me tore into them just as they completed their coordinated turn.
 
Three fell from the sky with piercing shrieks, and the rest scattered in all directions to escape the sudden torrent of death piercing the skies.
 
“Fucking harpies,” Court growled.
 
Magic users began combating the green flames with gouts of blue liquid, as wails from the wounded and cries for help reached my ears.
 
Glancing at my light slate, I saw the icon was again shining a soft blue and ported us back for the next load of gremlins.
 
I managed to get the entire army of sappers, including two of the massive boulder rollers, through before any more attacks interrupted our operation.  By the time the last group made it through, Chief Lastra stood at the edge of the runes waiting for me, a nearly nude Mara at her side, fresh woad paint adorning her tight body and a pack on her back.
 
“Not what I expected, but your timing is impeccable,” the haggard-looking Chief said when I gave her my attention.
 
“Chief Trakka is gathering an army to hit the Tormians in the rear,” I said by way of greeting.
 
“Marisha has informed me,” Chief Lastra said with a tired smile.  “The harpies showed up last night.  Until then, it was just magical bombardments and siege weapons.”
 
A booming crash underscored her statement. 
 
“We were trying to disable their siege weapons with magic, but their own mages are defending them,” Lastra continued with an exhausted sigh.  “I’m afraid we don’t have the power to destroy the mundane weapons and defend against magical attacks.  We destroyed a few in the beginning, but they can bombard us with impunity now.”
 
“Not anymore,” General Zappta joined the conversation with a huge grin on his face.  “Leave the mundane batteries to us, and worry yourself with countering the magic.  Though, we could use some of your burly folk to help with the loading.”
 
“I’ll detail some strong backs to you, General Zappta,” Chief Lastra agreed, her exhausted face attempting to smile again but falling short.  “You have my thanks, as well.”
 
“My pleasure,” the General responded, with enough enthusiasm that I truly believed he really would take pleasure in the job he was about to perform.  
 
The General stomped away, bellowing orders to his crews, who scurried about, heaving mechanical components on their backs.
 
Gill suddenly appeared by my side, asking, “Would you mind if we took the gnolls with us?”
 
“I suppose not.  There’s only twenty or thirty here…” Chief Lastra replied.
 
I forced a grin through my confused thoughts as Gill returned to my mind.
 
“Are we taking all the gnolls to the dungeon?” I thought.
 
“Of course not,” Gill thought back with a mental chuckle.  “Would you lock your people away with their mortal enemies for eternity?  We are sending all the crocs to the dungeon.”
 
I put my internal discussion on hold and returned my attention to Chief Lastra.
 
“Do you have a written account of the enemy’s troop composition?” I asked.
 
“Of course,” Lastra responded, wrinkling her brows.
 
“I’d like a copy to take back to Chief Trakka,” I explained.
 
Lastra turned to one of her guards and ordered the report brought to me.
 
“They will have enough troops to attack in less than the week they initially gave us,” Lastra informed me.  “I don’t know how long we can hold out if their forces keep growing, even with the gremlins.”
 
“Hang tight,” I said, just stopping myself from reaching out and squeezing the woman’s shoulder in a gesture of support.  “Chief Trakka is putting together a comprehensive map of the situation.  I hope we can cut down their reinforcements as they attempt to reach you.  You’re the only tribe actively under siege that we know of so far.”
 
“Can I expect another miraculous influx of reinforcements from the bind point?” Chief Lastra asked.
 
“Probably not,” I admitted, “but the Herd is sending troops to the gremlins.  Trakka isn’t done collecting allies yet, either.  If we can gather a great enough force, we can cut off and besiege the besiegers.”
 
“Why does your wife want the gnolls?” Lastra asked, surprising me with the change of subject.
 
“Most of the Bogbreaker Tribe’s warriors are dead, captured, or besieging this town,” Gill hurriedly explained.  “What is stopping us from retaking my people’s lands?”
 
My eyes bulged at my wife’s bold plan, but I was a little angry at her for springing it on me now.
 
“I was hoping to present you with a more complete plan after I’d spoken with all the gnolls,” Gill thought, her tone apologetic.
 
“Next time, include me at the idea stage,” I growled.
 
I put on a fake smile for Lastra and said, “I’m just going to take her people to the promised lands.  Those crocs at your gates are probably going to be getting bad news from the home front soon.”
 
“That would help,” Lastra said with a solemn nod.  “Though, it’s the actual Tormian troops that are the biggest problem.”
 
“We’ll deal with them in time,” I promised, hoping we would be in time for the Firetails.
 
A runner approached and presented me with a sealed scroll tube.   I took it and used the cylinder to send a salute to Chief Lastra. 
 
“I’m going to get this to Chief Trakka, then I apparently have an assault to plan,” I said.  “I’ll come back for any gnolls that want to join me.”
 
“Take Marisha with you,” Lastra replied.  “She is our… emissary to the world outside the siege.  I had sent others, but I fear they’ve been killed or captured.”
 
The last thing I saw before departing was one of the massive boulder rollers belching flaming boulders over the rim of the butte.
 
As soon as we arrived in my portal room, Gill appeared before me, her ears and tail wilted.
 
“I’m sorry, my Alpha,” she said, remorse rolling off her in waves.  “I began formulating a plan with the gnolls we had as guests last night.  You were… occupied.  There wasn’t time to discuss it with you this morning.”     
 
I sighed and rubbed my eyes as the rest of my Summons materialized and dispersed along with Ceria, Mara, and Court, giving us some privacy.
 
“I understand that, Gill,” I said, my voice tight.  “I don’t even have a problem with most of it.  The issue is me learning about it as you asked Lastra for the gnolls before asking me about the plan.
 
“What if I had other plans?  How am I supposed to use the nexus to transport troops if it’s full of gnolls?  Can we trust that many strangers in the nexus?” I demanded.
 
My words hit Gill like physical blows.  She cringed with each question, though I hadn’t raised my voice.
 
“I’m so sorry, Alpha.  I’ve overstepped.”
 
Part of me wanted to agree, but her sincere remorse pulled at my heartstrings.  Berating my wife wasn’t going to help solve the myriad of problems we were now facing anyway.
 
“It’s fine, Gill,” I sighed, opening my arms in invitation.
 
She stepped into my embrace, burying her face in my shoulder. 
 
“I got carried away, Alpha,” she murmured.  “I just knew you would want to reclaim the land for your people….”
 
“My people?” I asked, putting a finger under her chin and lifting her face until her golden eyes met my own.
 
“Of course, Alpha,” she replied with a fragile smile.  “I’m a gnoll Alpha, and my people are following my advice, but I am a spirit and bound to you.  You are my husband and master.  You are the Alpha of the Blackpaw gnoll pack now.”
 
I sank down into a nearby chair and pulled Gill into my lap.  It felt a little odd, since she was so much larger than me, but I couldn’t give less of a shit.
 
“How can I be the Alpha of a pack of gnolls?” I asked gently.  “I’m a human.”
 
“You are the human Alpha, of the last surviving Alpha of the Blackpaw gnoll pack, Master,” she said, still sounding miserable with guilt.
 
“None of that Master shit, right now,” I ordered.  “You know I view you as an equal in every way.  This is a serious discussion.  Save that crap for the bedroom.”
 
Gill nodded, not meeting my eyes.
 
“Please explain it to me?” I asked gently.
 
“That’s really all there is to it,” Gill murmured.  “The remnants of the pack need an Alpha.  They see me as their great savior, since I’m a Blackpaw Alpha, but I can’t lead the pack as a spirit.  They would accept you as their Alpha.”
 
I sat rigid, rubbing Gill’s back as I thought it over.
 
“What does being the Alpha of a pack of gnolls entail?” I asked.  “Do I have to defend against challengers and shit?”
 
A chuckle burst from Gill’s throat at that.  “Maybe once, Alpha,” she replied, swinging around so that she was straddling my lap, her legs around my waist.  “Once you put down the first foolish challenger, I doubt you’ll get challenged again.”
 
I grunted, not thrilled with the idea, though Gill found it humorous.
 
“Do non-gnolls typically lead packs?” I asked. 
 
“Of course not,” Gill said with a sad smile.  “This is a very unique situation.  Usually, when the old Alpha dies, the males fight until a new Alpha emerges.  The lack of tribal lands and losing our young warriors to the crocs has created an unheard-of situation.”
 
“So, I can just turn over leadership once the pack is re-established.”
 
Gill’s face fell, and I knew that’s not what she wanted, but I didn’t want to be tied down to a pack of gnolls, either.
 
“That may work after a few years, once the pack has strengthened….” Gill tentatively answered.
 
I slowly nodded.  If I could restore my wife’s people, I had a duty to do so, regardless of my intentions.  Besides, it’s not like I was going to get bored.  There were at least four ladies in my life who would be more than happy to ensure I never grew bored.  The important thing was to survive the war and reinstate the Blackpaw Pack.  I could figure out the rest once the war was over.
 
“Okay,” I said, coming to a decision.   “I’ll do whatever I can to reinstate the pack.  Talk to me first, next time.”
 
“I swear,” Gill said, finally looking me in the eyes.  “I’ll never make any plans without your knowledge again.”
 
I reached up and scratched behind her ears.
 
“It wouldn’t be a problem, if we weren’t so closely joined,” I explained.  “Any decisions you make affect us all.”
 
“Yes, Alpha,” she sighed, closing her eyes and rolling her head, so my hands found the right spots to scratch.
 
I stopped scratching and swatted her ass, saying, “Go get the others.  We need to pay Grelda a visit.  Maybe she’ll tell us how many warriors remain at her town in exchange for us delivering all prisoners to her in the dungeon.”
 
“Are you sure you don’t want to punish me first?” Gill asked with a grin and a roll of her hips.
 
“I’m sure we don’t have time for it,” I sighed with genuine disappointment.  My libido had been steadily rising since she’d straddled my lap, and I was acutely aware of her toned body pressing against mine.
 
Gill slid a hand between us and palmed my bulge with a crooked grin.
 
“Tonight,” I promised, bopping her on the nose with a fingertip.  “You really have been bad, and I intend to make you pay for it.”
 
Gill literally trembled with apprehension before springing up from my lap, golden eyes shining and a broad smile on her lips.
 
“I can’t wait,” she breathed before rushing off to gather up the others.
 
Court was the first back into the room, only having gone as far as the other side of the doorway.
 
“Everything okay, Court?” I asked.
 
She pinned me with her crystal-blue eyes before asking, “Why wouldn’t it be?”
 
“You’ve been awful quiet lately,” I observed, rather than answering her question.
 
“Does something have to be wrong for me to be quiet?” she asked.
 
“I suppose not,” I said, dropping the subject when my Summons began to arrive in my mind.  However, I made a mental note to ensure there wasn’t something wrong with the standoffish woman.
 
Once I felt all my bonds and brushed my fingers across my necklace, I added Court, Ceria, and Mara to the party and ported us to the dungeon.
 
Two small crocs and an orc leveled their weapons at our appearance before apparently getting the message to stand down from the dungeon.
 
Maybe I really am making the dungeon too powerful, I thought.
 
“Does it matter?” Gretch asked. 
 
“I don’t want to inconvenience the trolls,” I replied.
 
“As the dungeon grows, so do the rewards for running it,” Tic informed me.  “I’m sure it’s more than one level, now.  The challenges will stay relatively easy on the first level and get progressively harder.  Raiding parties will have the option to leave after defeating each level.”
 
“Surprised you could tell me that much,” I thought, grateful for the information.
 
“It’s just how dungeons work,” Tic responded.  “Any novice adventurer would be given that information freely at any tavern in Tournion.”
 
“Right,” I replied, once again reminded how much I still had to learn about my new world.
 
I’d noticed Ceria freeze up when we came through, so I wasn’t surprised when Grelda stepped from the secret passage.
 
“Still in charge of the crocs?” I asked with a grin.
 
“The dungeon wisely invested in me before you brought more to us,” she replied with an answering smile.
 
“Is this place good for your people?” I asked.
 
Grelda tilted her head, regarding me with suspicion.  “It’s wonderful,” she replied after a long pause.  “The dungeon has set up a large, swampy area for us.  By the way, would you mind bringing some live fish to us?”
 
“I could do that,” I said with a chuckle.  “I do want information in return.”
 
Grelda slowly nodded, lowering herself to sit on the ground.
 
“I’m not going to lie, Grelda,” I began.  “I intend to take the land from your tribe for the Blackpaw gnoll tribe.
 
“All of it?” she asked, blinking in surprise.
 
“The Bogbreaker tribe occupied lands to the east of ours when I was still alive,” Gill informed me.
 
“Probably not,” I informed Grelda.  “I will be taking back the lands that formerly belonged to the Blackpaws, though.”
 
Grelda nodded somberly before saying, “I’m not going to betray my people for a few fish, battlemaster.”
 
“What about a lot of fish and a solemn promise to deliver all captives to the dungeon?” I asked.
 
That brought her up short.  I waited patiently as she thought about it.
 
“What do you want to know?” she finally asked.
 
“How many warriors remain in your territory?  What are the defenses like?  How many non-warriors are there?  Are there any Tormians stationed in your territory?” I ticked off the questions on my fingers as I rattled them off.
 
“Will you bring frogs too?” she asked, folding her arms like a giant petulant child.
 
“Yes, I’ll bring frogs too,” I sighed.
 
“And swear not to hurt anyone who surrenders?” Grelda demanded, her eyes narrowing.
 
“Grelda, I’m not a cruel man,” I sighed again.  “Your people took the land from my wife’s people.  I’m taking it back.  It doesn’t make me morally right, but it does make me committed.  I’m not interested in causing unnecessary suffering to anyone, however.”
 
Grelda let her head hang as she slowly answered my questions.
 
“There’s a Tormian waystation there in New Blightbog,” she mumbled.  “They use it to keep slaves before transporting them back to Torm.  There’s usually around two-hundred Tormian troops at the camp, but I haven’t been home in weeks, so I don’t know exactly how many will be there.  There probably aren’t two score real croc warriors left in all the Bogbreaker lands.” 
 
She drew in a titanic breath before continuing, “The Tormians captured the Chief’s daughters.  They said that the girls won’t be harmed if we fight for them.  It nearly tore the tribe apart when the Chief agreed we’d fight for the Tormians, but he held us together… long enough for most of us to get shipped off to war, anyway.”
 
“Bring my people here to me,” she insisted, raising her head to meet my gaze.
 
“I will,” I replied, more interested in what else she could tell me.  “Do you know the layout of the Tormian camp?”
 
“It’s got palisade walls and a clear line of fire in all directions,” she answered with a shrug.  “I’ve never been inside.”
 
“Okay,” I said, nodding.  “Is there anything else you can tell me that might help?  I’m honestly not interested in massacring your people.”
 
“There’s an unused entrance on the west side of town,” she said, shoulders slumping in defeat.  “It’s sealed closed and unguarded, but the wood is rotted and flimsy.  If you get in there and take the Longhouse, you may be able to convince the people to surrender without a fight.”
 
“That would be good, Grelda,” I said.  “I want the land, not to butcher your people, I promise.”
 
“We’ll see,” she growled.  “If you slaughter my people, I will kill you.  I don’t care what the dungeon says about it.”
 
“You already tried that once,” I reminded her.
 
She growled, and Court appeared between us, spear leveled.
 
“It’s fine,” I said, holding up my hand to Court.  “I understand her anger.”
 
“The only reason I’m telling you this is because my people won’t survive the war, regardless of who wins,” she growled.  “My Chief saw to that.  Bring my people here, so the tribe does not die with him.”
 
“I will, Grelda,” I said, looking her in her eyes.  “I promise.”
 
Grelda heaved herself off the floor and strode off down the secret passage without another word.
 
“Hope that was worth it,” Ceria said quietly.
 
I looked at her with a raised eyebrow.
 
“You made a deal to bring all the croc prisoners here with Grelda.  I can’t bargain with the dungeon for soul gems for them now,” she said, her secretive smirk making an appearance.
 
“There go my dreams of becoming a master merchant,” I laughed, throwing up my hands.  “We still get paid for the gremlins, right?”
 
“Of course,” she said.  “That deal is unchanged.”
 
“Great,” I said, somewhat relieved.  “Let’s go see Chief Trakka and drop off this report.”
 
Two portal jumps brought me to the gremlin stronghold.  The sentries just stared at me blankly, so I assumed they were finally passing the message to expect me along to the new guard shifts.
 
I jogged through the streets until I reached the town hall and approached the lone female guard at the door.  The guard appeared completely absorbed in cleaning her tiny claws with a dagger.
 
“We’re here to see Chief Trakka,” I announced.
 
“She’s expecting you,” the guard said, not even looking up from her hands.  “Go on in.”
 
I walked through the door and into chaos.  Gremlins ran to and from with stacks of papers in their hands, and the buzz of conversation permeated the busy room.
 
Approaching the Chief’s table, I waited to be acknowledged, while the table’s occupants argued fiercely about something called a pitch puller and where it should be deployed.
 
The Chief caught me waiting, out of the corner of her eye, and raised her hands, instantly silencing the table.
 
“I have a report from Chief Lastra,” I announced, handing the scroll over. 
 
Trakka didn’t waste a moment, opening the case and spreading the thick paper out before her. 
 
“There’s over a thousand soldiers in the siege camp now,” she murmured.  “Good thing you didn’t wait a week.”
 
“I’m going to go retake the Blackpaw tribal lands,” I said, drawing every eye in earshot.
 
“You’re going to what?” Lastra barked.
 
“I’m taking the Blackpaw lands from the crocs,” I repeated.  “All their troops are deployed with the Tormians.  It makes sense to take the land now.”
 
“And how do you expect to hold it?” Lastra demanded.
 
“I have a few ideas,” I responded.  “But mostly, I expect the Tormians to be too busy to honor any mutual defense contracts they have with the crocs in the near future.
 
Lastra slowly nodded.  “You’ve got a set of balls on you, human, that’s for sure.”
 
“Thanks,” I chuckled.  “Is there anything you can do to help me?”
 
“Not any time soon, son,” she sighed.  “I was hoping to give you a mission, but I won’t stand in your way.  I know your wife is probably lashing your hide to get her land back.”
 
“Something like that,” I admitted.  “What was the mission you wanted me to do?”
 
“We found a waystation to the south where they are holding slaves,” she explained.  “We were hoping you and your troll friends would raid it and see if they are holding any ursine slaves.  If we can prove to those stubborn bears that the Tormians are already targeting their people, maybe they will join the war on our side.”
 
“There is another waystation in croc lands,” I said.
 
“Really?” Trakka asked, her eyebrows shooting up.  “Manage to get some of your prisoners to talk, did you?   They wouldn’t tell us shit.”
 
“We did get information,” I said.  “That waystation is the only real defense in the territory, so we are taking it, anyway.  I’ll let you know if we find any ursine prisoners there.”
 
“Good,” she said, considering.  “Bring any freed slaves here… unless you’re planning on keeping them?”
 
“I don’t keep slaves,” I said, scowling.
 
“Great, I’m particularly interested in any catkin you find.  The ocelots are stubborn and not likely to enter the war if we don’t find evidence that Torm is targeting them as well.”
 
“Will do,” I replied.
 
“Now, I just need to go check and see if I have an army.”
 




Chapter 19 – With Your Shield Or Upon It

"The gnolls will want to participate," Gill informed me as I stepped into the sunlight from the gremlins’  town hall.
 
"I’d want in on taking my own lands back too,” I thought.  “Aren’t they all low level, due to throwing themselves against the crocs, though?”
 
“Most likely,” Gill admitted. 
 
I leaned against a wall and thought through the logistics of the situation.
 
“Mara, can you get us to the crocs’  lands from the big plateau?” I asked.
 
“It’d be a lot faster from here, but yes,” she replied.
 
“Okay, let’s go see the gnolls,” I decided.
 
Court took the lead, and we quickly marched through the cramped, winding streets until we got to the foreign district. 
 
I knocked on Ember's door.  One of the burly gnolls from the day before threw the door open and eyed me curiously.
 
Not having the time or inclination for pleasantries, I declared, “We’re taking back Blackpaw lands today.  Whatever warriors you have would be welcome.”
 
“I’ll get my mother,” the big guy said, his blank expression registering no surprise to any of my words.
 
He soon returned with his mother at his side.
 
“Sooner than I expected,” Ember noted, her expression somewhere between hope and apprehension.
 
“We’re not likely to get a better opportunity,” I explained.  “I doubt they will expect an attack, since the Torm side has been the aggressor in all conflicts, so far.”
 
Ember nodded before turning to her son.  “Jalil, gather up who we talked about.”
 
The big gnoll nodded and dashed by me to carry out his mother’s orders.
 
Ember sighed, watching him go.  “He’s my only son, and probably the greatest gnoll warrior left breathing.  I’ve only just managed to keep him from throwing his life away by assaulting the crocs with his friends.  They are constantly going into the wilds to hone their skills, the dream of bringing our pack back together always pushing them harder.”
 
She paused and looked into my eyes before continuing.  “He always assumed he’d be the Alpha, but… I don’t think you will have trouble out of him after your lovely wife put him in his place last night.  I won’t ask you to make sure he makes it back to me alive, but I do ask that you do not let him die in vain.”
 
The enormity of the situation washed over me.  I had understood, in an abstract way, that the gnolls were placing a lot of trust in an unknown human, but the look in this worried mother’s eyes drove the point home.  These people were desperate to reclaim their lost pride.  Desperate enough to entrust their sons and daughters to my leadership.
 
“If he dies in vain, then so will I,” I promised.
 
“Stupid, stupid human,” Tic scolded.  “If this battle goes poorly, you fucking run away!”
 
Skryvonna’s mental chuckle surprised me as much as the words that followed.
 
“Poor unbound Tic,” she thought.  “If you could feel the depth of his commitment to Gill and her wishes, you would not waste your time trying to dissuade him from this course.  Andric would sooner open his own throat than allow the Blackpaw tribe to languish.  Your time would be better spent coming up with ways to help.”
 
Jalil came jogging back at the head of fifteen young and fit gnolls, saving me from having to engage in either conversation any further.
 
“We’re ready,” he announced, his hand resting on the sword at his side.
 
Gill popped into existence directly in front of the lad.
 
“We’re ready, what?” my wife demanded.  Though she was a few inches shorter than the big warrior, she radiated confidence and power.
 
“We’re ready… Alpha,” Jalil growled, dropping his eyes.
 
I stepped up and placed a soothing hand on Gill’s lower back before addressing the warrior.  I’d been just about to tell him that I didn’t care how he addressed me, but I realized that, before going into combat, the chain of command needed to be crystal clear.  We didn’t know each other well enough for casual titles.  If he thought of me as his Alpha, then so much the better.
 
“Look,” I said.  “I need to know you’ll follow my orders in combat.  I don’t demand subservience off the battlefield, but if you can’t acknowledge me as your Alpha, then stay home and put someone else in command of your squad.”
 
Jalil snarled but lowered his head further. 
 
“Until we win back Blackpaw lands, I acknowledge you as my Alpha,” he growled.
 
Gill returned to my mind with a disappointed sigh. 
 
“You may have to kill him once the battle is over,” she admitted.  “Though they won’t admit it, his parents have been encouraging him, since he was a pup, to believe he would be the Alpha to lead his tribe home.”
 
“As long as he obeys until after the battle, he can think whatever he wants,” I thought.
 
“Gather up near the bind point in the center of town,” I ordered the squad of gnolls.  “I’m going to get some more gnolls from Firemont; then, hopefully, an army of trolls.  Does anyone have a problem fighting with trolls?  They are likely going to be in charge of this operation.”
 
There was some grumbling and general headshaking, but no one actually voiced an objection, so I just nodded.
 
“I’ll be back soon.  Be ready,” I advised before taking off through the streets in the direction of the bind point.
 
A couple of jumps later, I was once again in the center of the Firetail Clan’s village.  It looked much the same as it had a couple of hours ago, though I could no longer detect the crashing reports of incoming medieval artillery.
 
While I wanted to inspect the gremlin war machines that were undoubtedly responsible for silencing the enemy’s siege engines, I didn’t come here to sightsee.
 
“Take me to the gnolls,” I requested of Mara, who grinned and rushed off ahead of us.  Court, Ceria, and I followed, easily keeping pace as Mara dashed through the chaotic streets of the once-quiet town.
 
Amarra answered her door, looking a bit more haggard than when I’d last seen the elderly gnoll matron.
 
“Hello, Amarra,” I greeted her with a broad smile.  “We’re taking back your land today.”
 
The old woman’s eyes bulged at my greeting.
 
“Aein!” she called before returning her attention to me.  “Can you be more specific, please, dear?”
 
Aein came rushing to the door dressed only in rough pants and brandishing a short sword.  He relaxed a bit when he saw me in the doorway rather than the Tormian horde he seemed to be expecting.
 
“I, my troll friends, and a group of gnolls from Strider’s Peak, are going to take back the Blackpaw lands from the crocs today,” I replied, keeping it simple.  “I just dropped by to see if any of your warriors wanted to come.”
 
“Can you get the rest of my people out of here?” Aein spoke up over Gran’s shoulder. 
 
“Yep,” I answered, pausing to work out the logistics.  “I’ll have to take everyone to Strider’s Peak until after the battle, but I’m sure the gnolls there will take you in for a day or so.”
 
“We’re in,” Aein declared.  “Give me a few seconds to get dressed.  I was on the rim all night.”
 
“Well, come in, come in,” Amarra said, backing out of the doorway to give us room to enter.
 
“We’ll wait out here,” I said, gesturing to the three ladies behind me.  “It’ll get a bit cramped if we all come inside.”
 
“Fine, fine,” Amarra grumbled, disappearing into the interior of the small house but leaving the door open.  She returned less than a minute later with a tray of crumbly sugar cookies.
 
“Thank you very much,” Ceria said, relieving the old woman of her burden and licking her lips.
 
Aein emerged again, now dressed in leather armor. 
 
“Gran, go get packed up,” he suggested, gently steering the older woman back inside. 
 
Once he was satisfied that she was doing as he asked, Aein turned to me.
 
“How are you getting us out?” he asked.
 
“Through the bind point,” I answered simply.
 
“I’ll round everyone up.  Give me five minutes,” the big youth stated. 
 
“Go ahead,” I replied.
 
Ten minutes later, I led a pack of thirty gnolls through the streets.  A few had been on duty at the rim, but others had rushed off to retrieve them.
 
Lastra met us at the bind point.
 
“I suppose five hundred gremlins and siege engines are a fair trade for taking a dozen of my warriors away during a siege,” she remarked as I approached her.
 
“I’ll pull everyone out if it comes to that,” I offered.
 
Her lips curled into a sad smile. 
 
“We can’t leave our land,” the old kitsune woman said.  “Even if I ordered it, most of my people would stay and fight to the last.”
 
“The offer stands,” I replied.
 
“We are not in dire straits yet,” Lastra declared, her back straightening.  “If this goes on much longer, I would ask that you purchase food on our behalf, though.”
 
“Of course, Chief,” I answered.  “I’ll try to come back and check in tomorrow.”
 
“Thank you, Andric,” Lastra said with a nod.  “Would that all humans were as kind as you.”
 
“Matter of perspective, I guess,” I answered with a chuckle.  “I doubt the crocs and orcs see me that way.”
 
“Wise for one so young,” Lastra observed.
 
“I’m not as young as I look,” I answered with a sardonic smile. 
 
A few stragglers returned from the rim as I talked with the Chief.
 
“I’ve got to take my people home,” I said with a shallow bow.  “I’ll see you soon.”
 
“May the gods be with you,” Lastra said with a complex hand gesture. 
 
To my surprise, a faint blue flame shot from her hand into everyone present, outlining us all in wispy blue fire.  It faded as quickly as it appeared, but I felt energized with its passing.
 
“Shaman buff,” Tic explained.  “Probably increased stamina or strength.”
 
“Thanks, Chief,” I said before turning to Aein.
 
“Everyone here?” I asked.
 
“We’re ready,” he replied.
 
“It’s going to take two trips to bring everyone through,” I explained loudly.  “If you don’t make the first trip, just wait, and I’ll be right back to get you.  We will briefly be in a stone room before continuing on to Strider’s Peak.  Please don’t move until we jump again.”
 
After getting nods and a general rumble of ascent, I ported my group and half the gnolls through to Strider’s Peak.
 
“What is the meaning of this!” one of the guards on duty challenged as soon as we appeared in the gremlins’ town square. 
 
“I really need to get Arentha from the nexus so she can deal with these asshole guards every time we arrive,” I mentally grumbled before rounding on the guard.
 
“Look, Chief Trakka knows what’s going on!” I nearly shouted at the diminutive man.  “I’m bringing more gnolls through, and then hopefully a fuck load of trolls.  We’re not staying here, but heading out to fight the Tormians.  Send a fucking runner to Trakka or something and unfuck yourself, soldier!”
 
The gremlin’s mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water before he finally yelled, “Someone run to the town hall and make sure this human has clearance to bring an army into town.”
 
I spotted Jalil grinning on the sidelines and wandered over to him, dismissing the flustered guard from my thoughts.  Aein followed close behind.
 
“Jalil, Aein.  Aein, Jalil,” I introduced the two. 
 
“We’ve met,” Aein rumbled. 
 
The two big gnolls stared at each other for several moments, before clasping forearms in a manner more akin to arm wrestling than greeting.
 
“Glad you joined the party,” Jalil growled, though the grin on his face was half predatory and half pleased.
 
“Glad you didn’t run away,” Aein retorted. 
 
The warriors from the Firetail group began gathering around behind Aein, and I briefly wondered if we were going to have a gang fight in the town center.  The two groups burst into grins followed by rough backslaps and good-natured ribbing before it got to that point, though.
 
Leaving the gnolls to their greetings, I ported back and brought the rest of the Firetail gnolls through.  Once everyone was in the square, I raised my hands for attention. 
 
“I’m going to go get my troll friends.  Hopefully they still want to join the party.  One of them will likely be leading this assault, but I’m leading you.  If a troll tells you to do something, you do it.”
 
“Why should we listen to them?” A gnoll called from the back of the crowd.
 
“Whoever just asked that gets to stay here with the elderly and infirm!” I shouted.  “Jalil, find them and make sure they get sent back home.”
 
“Yes, Alpha!” Jalil snapped, rounding on the crowd with a snarl.  “I know that was you, Bric.  You can show those not fighting from the Firetail clan to our homes and wait with them.”
 
A wiry gnoll with a dark mohawk stepped out of the crowd, his face twisted in rage.  “You go be a dog for a weak human.  I hope you all die.”
 
Gill appeared and was on the malcontent in a flash.  She kicked his legs from beneath him and had one of his arms twisted painfully behind his back, before the surly gnoll could even process that he was under attack.
 
“Did you just disrespect my Alpha?” Gill growled, wrenching the suddenly prone gnoll’s arm so hard I could hear faint popping from the tendons of his shoulder.
 
“No, Alpha!  I’m sorry, Alpha,” Bric whined, his legs feebly kicking up dirt as he writhed in her grip.
 
Gill stepped on the back of her victim’s head and ground his face into the dirt.  “We don’t have time for me to explain how or why I trust this human to be my Alpha, but make no mistake, I will not tolerate you disrespecting him.”
 
She savagely wrenched the arm a final time, causing Bric to squeal into the dirt like a whipped dog before she vanished.
 
“Little harsh,” I thought, letting my amusement bleed into the bond.
 
“No time to be gentle with them,” Gill replied.  “You were right to disgrace him by leaving him home while the real warriors go to fight for the tribe.  I’m just making sure no one else aims a knife at your back.  A strong Alpha bitch proves just how strong the Alpha male is.”
 
“We’re all making sure no one is aiming at Chief’s back,” Gretch purred as if she was relishing the thought of someone trying.
 
No one helped Bric rise as he awkwardly climbed to his feet, cradling his injured arm. 
 
“You ready to show these nice people to our homes?” Jalil growled, taking a menacing step closer to the disgraced gnoll.
 
“Yeah, I’ll take them,” Bric said, flinching. 
 
“You’re in charge until I get back, Jalil,” I said, selecting my second in command based on loyalty.  I’d rather have time to get to know the group, since one of the quiet ones was possibly a better choice; but I didn’t have the luxury of time, and Jalil already had the respect of the larger group of warriors.
 
“We’ll be here, Alpha,” Jalil said with a nod.
 
“I’m going to see the trolls,” I explained to Court, Ceria, and Mara.  “I’m perfectly safe there, so I’m going alone.”
 
I paused to meet Court’s glare.
 
“I know you don’t particularly enjoy the trolls, so you especially are waiting here.  I also don’t want them to think the dungeon is suddenly releasing kobolds into the lands, so you’re staying too, Ceria.”
 
I flicked a glance at Mara, who held up her hands defensively. 
 
“Ye don’t have to convince me na to come with ye to some den of trolls,” she exclaimed with a smile.
 
Leaving them to get sorted out, I ported to Rathfuerg.  Barely pausing long enough to get my bearings, I began sprinting to the Brandr estate.  The run through the idyllic countryside seemed out of place, given how my last few days had been spent.  The peaceful land contrasted gratingly with the Spine in the early stages of what was shaping up to be a nasty and prolonged war.
 
“Do not despair, husband,” Skryvonna chimed in.  “This place is only ever moments away from a red raid.”
 
I smirked at her backward reassurance, but it did make me feel a little more grounded as my legs ate up the miles.
 
“You truly are most at home in combat, aren’t you?” Elyria marveled.  “I thought Skryvonna was exaggerating.”
 
“I hope you do not mind that I shared our conversation with the rest of your wives,” Skryvonna interrupted.
 
“No, I’m glad you did,” I thought.  “I’m still getting used to this extended family thing, but I’m not going to play favorites and only tell certain things to some, and not others.  We’re all married, right?”
 
“To answer your question, Elyria,” I continued.  “It’s hard to explain.  It’s easier for me to feel… normal, when combat is a possibility.”
 
“I’ll attack you whenever you want, Chief,” Gretch put in excitedly.
 
“I understand,” Tic thought quietly.  “My home is… extreme.  Mortals don’t fare well there.  I find myself unable to easily relate to those from… softer worlds.”
 
I suddenly wanted to scoop Tic up into my arms.  If my time in the sandbox left such scars on me, what must her centuries in hell have done to her?
 
“It’s not hell,” Tic giggled.  “The abyss is nothing like your idea of hell.  It’s just not always… pleasant for a lowly imp, like myself.  There are mighty beings in the abyss, and self-control is not considered a virtue.  I’m not complaining, though; and not every infernal is evil.  At least… not how you think of evil.”
 
“It doesn’t matter,” Gill stepped in.  “It doesn’t matter where anyone came from, or what anyone else thinks is normal.  WE decide what’s normal for our family, and the rest of Tournion can suck eggs.”
 
“I’d rather suck something else,” Gretch thought-murmured, drawing giggles and groans, thoroughly ruining the otherwise touching moment.
 
Topping the rise before the estate, I noticed a large group of trolls doing drills in a nearby field and let our mental conversation drop.  I fervently hoped they were the ones that Bierg had promised to gather.  If the trolls were gearing up for their own conflict, I was going to have to figure out a way to take out the Tormian compound and subdue the croc village with around thirty-five low-level gnoll warriors.
 
I dashed up to the gate and stopped before the lone guard.
 
“Bierg tells us you’ve got a bit of fun out in some tribe lands, human,” the gate guard said by way of greeting.
 
“You ready for it?” I asked as though I recognized the guy.
 
“I can’t go,” he grumbled, kicking a rock loose from the dirt.  “Drew one of the short straws and got stuck guarding hearth and home.”
 
I reached up and gave his ironclad shoulder a hearty pat. 
 
“Looks like it’s going to be a long war,” I enthused.  “You’ll get in next time.”
 
The troll’s severe expression split into a broad grin.
 
“Yea, next time,” he agreed, stepping aside to allow me to enter the gate.
 
I jogged up to the longhouse only to pull up short as Jorgan stepped out.
 
“Hear you're calling the banners to a raid?” the dignified troll chief asked.
 
“I’m trying to take back the land of my wife’s people,” I explained.
 
“Noble,” Jorgan said.  “I assume you have some people to fill the land with.”
 
“I’m kinda the Alpha of a pack of gnolls,” I replied.
 
Jorgan began a low, rumbling laugh that grew in volume until he was doubled over, tears of mirth escaping his eyes.
 
“I don’t know why I’m surprised,” he said when he finally caught his breath.  “Will there be spoils and thralls for us?”
I thought for a moment.
 
“I promised the crocs to someone else,” I said, fully aware of how callous I sounded, discussing the fates of people as if they were objects.  “The Tormian troops we’ll be fighting are primarily human.  I don’t care what happens to them.  They may have slaves, whom you can’t have as thralls.  I need them for political reasons.  We’ll split the loot, as always.”
 
Jorgan slowly nodded his head at my explanation before saying, “So you need to free the slaves, and take back your pack’s land.  You’re entirely too soft, you know that?”
 
I chuckled and shrugged, asking, “So, you fucking coming or what?”
 
Jorgan bellowed another laugh, clapping me on the back so hard I nearly stumbled. 
 
“God’s damn, but I like you boy!” he exclaimed.  “Am I fucking coming?  Of course, I’m fucking coming.  Wouldn’t miss it.  Those sons of mine are stealing all my glory, coming back with tales of battle, new scars, and loot.  Bierg said you’d be here today or tomorrow.  We’re ready.”
 
“How many?” I asked.
 
“Fifty or so of my best raiders,” he replied with a grin.
 
That would bring our total up to around ninety.  I hoped my hunch that the average troll raider was a much higher level than the average Tournion soldier was correct, or I’d be dooming a lot of people.
 
“Come with me,” Jorgan said, striding off in the direction I’d seen the trolls drilling earlier.  “We’re ready now.”
 
Soon enough, I found myself once again marching alongside our slightly reduced squad as we double-timed it back to town.  Axerager and Aelffrith were missing, along with the sour Aelfled, though Vierna and Troat had rejoined the ranks.
 
Once we gathered around the bind point, Jorgan called me into a huddle with himself; his second in command, Asmund; the twins; and a few others, who I assumed were in the leadership structure somewhere.  I explained that we’d be going in through a friendly gremlin town and traveling overland to the objective.  They agreed to spare as many crocs as possible while practically rubbing their hands together in anticipation of slaughtering the Tormians. 
 
We agreed that we’d have to see the terrain before forming a plan of attack, and I jumped through with the first group of trolls, including Jorgan and ‘my’ squad.
 
We materialized to find Trakka waiting for us.  The tiny woman was tapping a foot and did not look happy.
 
“How many trolls are you planning on bringing into my town?” she demanded, her orange eyes blazing.
 
“Around fifty,” I replied sheepishly, realizing I should have probably cleared using her town as a staging area for our raid with her in advance.
 
“Oh,” she said, the anger bleeding from her expression.  She turned to the smug-looking guard beside her and shouted, “I thought you said he was bringing a thousand trolls here to kill us all!  Why are you wasting my time with this shit?”
 
The guard cowered before his Chief’s wrath and mumbled excuses.
 
“Don’t let your trolls hurt my people,” she scolded me before turning on her heel and stalking off. 
 
“They’re so cute!” I heard a female troll’s voice whisper behind me and had to stifle a chuckle.
 
The rest of the deployment went smoothly, with Asmund coordinating from the Rathfuerg side and Jorgan forming up the ranks on the Strider’s Peak side.  My gnolls watched apprehensively from the sidelines as the troll ranks filled up with scarred veteran raiders. 
 
I grinned, thinking it’s one thing to sharpen your skills against the local wildlife and beasts, but quite another to be faced with a unit of hardened sentient killers.  That thought got me wondering how I’d fallen in with this crowd in the first place.
 
“You’re one of them, husband,” Gill thought gently.  “The twins recognized it almost as soon as you met.”
 
“You mean after I kicked Fierg’s ass,” I thought back wryly.
 
“Of course,” Gill responded smoothly.  “They didn’t even really see you until after you kicked Fierg’s ass.  That’s the kind of man you are, as well.  You respect strength.  You completely forgot about the gnoll who challenged you, the moment he was out of your sight, because you consider him beneath your notice.”
 
“And tits!” Gretch added.  “He definitely respects a nice pair of tits.”
 
I chuckled aloud at this but conceded the point.  I did respect strength and a nice rack, after all.
 
Jorgan wandered over once his troops were situated.  He eyed the gnolls before turning to me. 
 
“They know the area, yea?” he asked.
 
I waved Jalil over to join the conversation.
 
“We know it like the back of our hand,” he responded once Jorgan repeated the question.
 
“Any objection to you gnolls serving as a scouting and screening force while we move?” Jorgan asked.
 
Jalil looked to me, and I nodded.
 
“Probably best,” he replied.  “The Spine’s terrain can be tricky.  We won’t know the land as well once we enter croc… I mean, Blackpaw territory.  I don’t think a gnoll has gone there and survived in fifty years.”
 
“That’s fine,” Jorgan rumbled.  “Your people run into any force greater than ten, and you just fall back to us.  Send a runner to warn us, and we’ll prepare a surprise for the blighters.  I'd appreciate it if you could skirmish a bit to give us time.  You’re Andric’s people, though.  Don’t get yourselves killed trying to buy a few seconds.”
 
“We can do that,” Jalil said confidently.
 
“If you run into a force greater than two hundred, try leading them away from us,” Jorgan finished with a crooked grin.
 
“Will do,” Jalil said with a chuckle. 
 
Basic order of march established, we headed out of town.  Gremlins stopped what they were doing to watch our odd procession as the trolls’  heavy boots pounded the cobblestone path in unison, the gnolls padding along silently in the vanguard.
 




Chapter 20 – And Let Loose

The Dogs Of War
"What do you think?" I asked Jorgan.
 
We crouched near the top of a ridge overlooking the distant Tormian fort.  The trip here had taken two days of hard marching, and artful dodging of sporadic croc patrols.  The patrols had consisted of no more than five small croc warriors each, and they would have been easy to avoid if the countryside wasn't so open.  The gnolls instructed us how to disappear into the landscape, and we managed to reach our objective undiscovered.
 
According to my gnoll scouts, the towns had been sparsely populated, as well.  The gnolls wanted to kill crocs, and it took some effort and intimidation on my part to convince them not to simply wipe out the patrols we'd passed on the way.  Still, we managed to penetrate far enough into croc territory that we now had a view of our primary objective.
 
The waystation looked formidable, more so than the main croc town had.  Its palisade walls alone stood at least thirty feet tall, and I could just make out the heads of sentries manning the parapets.
 
"Tough nut to crack," Jorgan grumbled, squinting at the distant fort angrily. 
 
I was about to ask if he had any ideas on how to take it, when the large wooden gate swung open, disgorging a few mounted Tormian soldiers preceding an ox-pulled wagon out the gate.  The wagon bed was composed of flat iron bars and filled with despondent people.
 
"At least there’ll be fewer soldiers in the place," Jorgan grunted.
 
I barely heard him as I watched in disgust as another wagon followed the first, then another.  In total, five prison wagons and another massive, covered wagon left the waystation.  Twenty or so mounted soldiers escorted the caravan, and each slave wagon bore two guards in addition to the driver.
 
"We should take that caravan," I said quietly.  "Those slaves could mean a lot more tribes joining our side."
 
Jorgan let out an explosive sigh.
 
"We could do that," he said.  "It may weaken us for the coming fight, though.  May be better to take the fort first."
 
"Not to question the honor of your little friends, Andric, but he’s probably more interested in the loot from that fort, than freeing a bunch of slaves he can't take home as thralls," Tic observed.
 
"He is not wrong about fighting two battles back-to-back, though," Skryvonna rebutted.  "If we take substantial losses fighting caravan guards, it will be much harder to take the fort.  More so if one of the caravan guards makes it back and alerts them of our presence."
 
I gnawed on a thumbnail as I watched the caravan roll down the road.  While retaking Blackpaw lands was my highest personal priority, rescuing those slaves could help turn the war. 
 
Gill thought, "That may be all the slaves that were in the fort.  As much as I want to take back my homeland, it won't do my people much good if we lose the war because all the tribes wouldn't come together fast enough.  We should attack the caravan first to ensure it doesn't elude us."
 

Wanting to growl in frustration, I kept my face clear of emotion as I considered my options. 
 
"We’ll have to get the slaves back to a friendly settlement as soon as we free them,” I eventually said before motioning Jalil over.
 
“Yeah, Alpha?” Jalil asked once he’d crouch-walked over beside me.
 
“I need you to send six of our best scouts to shadow that caravan,” I explained.  “Have one scout come back every three hours to update us on its position.  If we can, we’re going to hit it after the fort.”
 
“Sure thing,” Jalil grunted before scuttling back down the ridge to carry out my orders.
 
“I think he will continue to follow you after all this,” Gill observed.
 
“Let’s hope so,” I replied.  “I intend to put him in charge of the tribe under my nominal leadership.”
 
I felt a swirl of confusion from Gill, but she didn’t comment.
 
“Any idea how we’re going to take the fort?” I asked Jorgan. 
 
“Attack under cover of darkness,” he replied, glancing up at the late afternoon sky.  “Nothing fancy.  I have a few sneaky types that should be able to get that gate open for us.  If we can get in before they are ready for us, it will go a lot easier.”
 
I nodded, not seeing any flaws in his simple logic.
 
“I’ve got to talk to my magic users,” Jorgan said, rising to a crouch.  “I’m sure they have wards.  I want them disabled before tonight.”
 
I sank down against the rocky wall of the ridge as the word was passed down the line for everyone to get some rest, and watches were set.
 
Ceria slid down beside me, her tail snaking around my ankle possessively as Mara joined me on the other side.
 
“D’ya think my people are okay?” Mara asked, worried.
 
“I think so,” I sighed. 
 
I was worried for the Firetails, as well.  The one-week timeframe was nearly up, though it didn’t really mean anything, given the source of the deadline.  It’d probably be at least two more days before I could return to check on them.  I hoped Trakka would be able to coordinate a large enough force to break the siege, or at least prevent Tormian reinforcements from reaching the village. 
 
“I hope they’re a‘right,” Mara sighed, snuggling into me.
 
Feeling mildly guilty, I wrapped a comforting arm around her shoulders and leaned my head back.  Ceria pressed into my other side like a jealous puppy, and I had to stifle a chuckle as I put an arm around her, as well.
 
“I hope the Firetails are okay, too,” Elyria softly thought.  “They seem nice.”
 
“Not sure if nice is the right word,” I thought back.  “They aren’t evil, though, and they’re depending on us.”
 
“Would it matter if they were evil?” Tic asked.  “As long as they treated your people with respect, would you still be helping them?”
 
“I don’t know if I’d be helping them at all, if it weren’t for Gill’s people being involved,” I replied with a mental sigh.  “But, to answer your question, I suppose it would depend on the scale of their evil.  I’m starting to realize that my actions are based a lot less on what is morally right or wrong, and a lot more on which people I’ve decided are my friends.”
 
“Are you okay with that?” Gill asked, her mental voice laced with worry.
 
“Surprisingly, yes,” I thought with a mental chuckle.  “I may have become a bit of a mercenary, but I’m content with it.  There seems to be little peace on Tournion, and I’m not going to base my decisions on what people are the most righteous as a whole.  You all are my people.  I’ll kill and die for you.  Fuck right and wrong.”
 
“I want to have your babies,” Gretch sighed wistfully.  “…And my mother said there weren’t any perfect men.”
 
“You’re just happy he’s willing to help you with your sexual conquests,” Gill snorted.
 
“Says one of my sexual conquests,” Gretch shot back without pause.
 
“I think she conquered you last night, Gretch,” Elyria giggled.
 
“That was only because you distracted me,” Gretch grumbled.
 

I was starting to regret missing the orgy when Ceria shifted beside me, slithering up to whisper in my ear, “She’s asleep.”
 
It took me a moment to realize she was talking about Mara, who was breathing rhythmically against my other side.
 
Grinning, I gently laid the mostly naked raccoon girl down and managed to avoid copping a feel in the process.  She mumbled incoherently when I lifted her head to place it on my rolled-up cloak but didn’t wake.
 
“She’s been too worried to sleep,” Ceria whispered, sounding genuinely concerned about the rakkin woman.  “She probably needed that embrace more than even she knew.”
 
We moved a few feet away, and Ceria spread out her own bedroll for us to sleep in.  I’d completely given up trying to keep my distance from Ceria after she’d crawled into my bedroll the night before.  My wives informed me they considered her induction into the family a foregone conclusion and gave me a pass to do whatever I wished with her, since none of them could waste overworld time satisfying my urges.  Though I was touched by their acceptance and concern, my lingering Earth morality wouldn’t allow me to go too far with the sexy kobold while all my wives watched from my head.
 
I watched as Ceria quietly lifted her chain mail over her head before sliding in beside me in her typical white silk underclothes.  Neither of us smelled great, having not showered in a couple of days, but having her delightful body entwined with mine was definitely worth a little funk.
 
“Speaking of funk,” Skryvonna thought grumpily.  “You have been slacking on cleaning us.”
 
“I’ll fix it as soon as I can,” I promised.  “I actually enjoy cleaning you very much.  Weapon maintenance is… comforting to me, even when the weapon in question doesn’t let me know how much it enjoys it.”
 
“I have been feeling… dirty,” Elyria thought.  “It doesn’t make any sense since I’m perfectly clean every time I can come out.”
 
After the last battle, I’d given everyone a quick wipe down but hadn’t had time to properly clean everyone since.  I considered untangling myself from Ceria and doing it now.
 
“No, husband,” Gill thought gently.  “We’re fine.  You rest before going into battle.  We can wait another day.”
 
“Besides, I’ll be pissed if you clean me out here and get me all worked up, when I can’t come out and jump on you,” Gretch thought.  “Fuck, I can’t wait to get home.  You can give us a good hard scrubbing, then we can all return the favor.”
 
“Stop talking about it,” Elyria whined.  “It’s bad enough just watching Ceria try to wear him as a coat without you bringing up sex all the time.”
 
Of course, the combination of the conversation and Ceria’s supple form entwined impossibly tight to my body had the expected effect.
 
Ceria growled and squirmed when she felt me poking her but didn’t comment otherwise.  I was glad she respected my wishes enough that she hadn’t pushed after I’d explained she had to wait, until after I tiered Tic up, to join the family.
 
I blocked my thoughts and focused on my breathing to clear my mind.  One of my battle buddies had once tried to teach me how to meditate.  While counting sheep had never put me to sleep, counting the seconds between inhales and exhales worked like a charm.  I never did get the hang of meditating, but a reliable way to put myself to sleep was worth even more, in my book.
 
In… two… three... four.  Out… two… three…
 
“Wake up, lovers,” a quiet voice said near my ear. 
 

My eyes shot open to see Court’s hard, azure gaze inches away from me.  She always looked so angry, but I couldn’t figure out why.  I’d never done anything to piss her off that I knew of.  I made sure not to flirt or treat her with any disrespect in an attempt to limit any awkward feelings, when so many residents of my home were clearly either into me or already married to me.
 
“Time to fight,” Court said with a feral grin that held no joy.
 
Ceria squirmed out of the bedroll and began putting on her armor.  I only had to stand up and will my gear to manifest to be as ready as I’d ever be.
 
Muffled clanks and clicks sounded in the still night air as the war-band prepared for battle around me. 
 
“You okay, Court?” I asked quietly.
 
“Why do you keep asking me that?” she hissed, her blue eyes glowing yellow in the moonlight.  “I’m fine.”
I made a mental note to try to find a time she’d rather talk as I checked my gear out of habit. 
 
I found Jalil after a short search and asked, “Everyone ready?”
 
“We’re ready, Alpha,” he answered with a fierce grin.
 
I would have preferred to fight beside the twins and their squad, but I needed to stick with the gnolls, so I took a place at Jalil’s side as the rest of the gnolls formed up in a loose huddle before us.
 
Fierg materialized from the darkness and tossed me a sardonic salute before saying, “Let our heavies go in first.  Once we establish a foothold inside the wall, take your gnolls and try to flank them and take out their ranged units.  We’ll make room for you to slip in if the gate is contested.  Oh, and we leave if our rogues don’t get the gates open.  We can’t take this place if they know we’re coming.”
 
“Will do,” I said, moving up to the crest of the ridge in time to see several dark-clad trolls disappear into thin air.  Hearing chanting, I tracked the sound until I found three troll magic users huddled together, deep into some sort of ritualistic spell casting.
 
“Stay low when we go over the ridge,” I ordered loud enough for my squad to hear me.  “You’ll be nearly invisible on the downslope, but easy to see if you’re silhouetted against the sky at the top.”
 
A few gnolls nodded, but most of them just looked at me like I was explaining how to breathe.
 
“Right, of course you know,” I muttered, pulling out my shield and casting Gorgon’s Sight to mask my mild embarrassment.
 
Through my shield, the world came into view as if a gray sun had risen, but I didn’t see the troll infiltrators anywhere.  I searched the ground looking for footprints and studying the sparse brush for movement, but they were apparently good at their job because I didn’t see a trace of their passing.
 
One of the magic users gestured, and a ground fog began slowly rising, obscuring the clearcut land around the fort even more than the darkness had.  After about five minutes, the mist had thickened to the point that visibility was cut down to no more than five feet.
 
“Let’s go,” Jorgan ordered quietly.
 
I held up my hand to keep the gnolls in place as the trolls slithered over the ridgeline.  They made enough racket that I winced, but the fort remained silent in the distance.  If we were detected, I couldn’t tell.
 
Once the trolls had all cleared the ridge and begun slinking across the wide, clearcut field, I waved a hand forward and slipped over the ridgeline myself.  I felt an unexpected sense of pride when the gnolls slithered over the ridge behind me, making far less noise than the trolls had.
 
We trotted in the direction of the gate, waiting for a signal. 
 
Soon enough, a small lantern light appeared for seconds above the gate, and the trolls picked up the pace.  We’d nearly made it to the gate when an unseen sentry let out a cry of alarm, immediately followed by a shriek of pain. 
 
We all burst into a sprint, and I could just make out the gate opening through the wispy fog.  A few arrows licked out from the wall, and more voices took up the alarm.
 
My pulse pounded in my throat as I tried to guess if we would reach the partially opened gate first, or if the defenders would. 
 
Stealth abandoned, the lead trolls belted out deep war-cries as they poured into the gate, ripping it wide open in the process.  Screams and the clash of weapons followed.
 
Confident in the knowledge we’d secured a breach, my blood began to thrum as I neared the din of combat. 
 
I bolted through the opening, Jalil and the women at my side, pack of vengeful gnolls at my back.
 
Trolls formed a living barricade several paces beyond the gateway, their weapons rising and falling in the moonlight, as humans, elves, and dwarves threw themselves at the line.  Arrows streaked into the troll ranks from the parapets, while the dying screamed their misery to the dark heavens.
 
Taking less than a second to assess the situation, I pivoted to the right, dashed around the troll lines, and headed for a set of stairs.  A knot of Tormian soldiers jogged out of an alley and drew back heavy, long-tipped throwing spears, aiming into the melee.
 
“Aien!” I shouted, pointing at the group and firing off an infernal bola spell. 
 
Aein and ten gnolls peeled off our group and dashed at the pila throwers.  My Azrael’s Bola fouled one soldier's aim, but the other four got their throws off, the pila igniting into putrid green flame as they left the soldier's hands.
 
The soldiers registered the movement of my gnolls just as Aien’s group fell on them.  I didn’t have time to watch, as I’d reached the stairs. 
 
“Jalil, take half and go right!  I and the rest will go left!  Clear out the archers!” I yelled as we reached the wall top.
 
“Yes, Alpha!” his snarling shout reached my ears as I cut left at the top of the stairwell. 
 
An arrow immediately smashed into an invisible shield, inches in front of my right eye.
 
“Got that one.  Don’t get hit again,” Gretch warned.
 
“Copy that!” I thought, putting my shield in front of my face and recasting Gorgon’s Sight so I could see through the obsidian disk.
 
The nearest archer drew his bow, his eyes wide and focused on me.
 
Snarling, I dashed straight for him.
 
An arrow streaked by me, angled low, leaving a burning line of pain on the outside of my left thigh.  The archer didn’t get another shot.
 
I lunged, closing the distance and swinging the blunt head of my war pick at the man.  He managed to get a buckler shield in front of my strike, but I blasted him off the wall to the courtyard below, regardless.
 
Gnolls streamed past me as I dealt with the archer, one of them going down with a bubbling shriek as an arrow lanced through her neck. 
 
“You owe me a raise,” Court growled on her way by.
 
I barked a humorless chuckle as I sped up to keep pace with the severe panther woman. 
 
A knot of archers had clustered together and drawn gladii and bucklers, hampering the gnolls’ advance around the perimeter of the wall. 
 
“Make way!” I bellowed as I charged up behind them. 
 
Though the wooden walkway was only about six feet wide, they managed to open enough of a hole for me to reach the front of the fighting.
 
“Gill, now!” I thought, mentally sending her an image of what I wanted.
 
The spectral hyena drowned out the sounds of battle as it roared over my shoulder and snatched up the nearest Tormian.
 
I got a brief glance of the poor bastard's legs flailing as the spectral hyena’s jaws crunched shut.  It flicked its massive head and launched the man into his companions like a human ballista bolt, sundering the defensive line and knocking a few more off the wall.
 
My Blackpaws didn’t have to be told what to do as they flung themselves onto the disoriented soldiers, their weapons finding exposed necks and hamstrings.
 
I leapt over the scrum and continued my mad dash around the wall, knowing that every second that I allowed the archers to fire potentially cost lives.  What I hadn’t anticipated was the group of heavily armored soldiers who’d mounted the wall to cut me off.
 
I downed two more lone archers before noticing the growing mass of heavy infantry before me.  Two raised pila and flung them at me.  Thankfully, the pilum didn’t explode into green light.  I dodged one and caught the other on my shield.  I smirked that the shield drag effect of a bent pilum in my shield wasn’t a factor with the Obsidian Eye.
 
The heavies charged behind their throw, and I had nowhere to run, so I set my jaw and met their charge with my own.
 
“Fucking idiot!” I heard Court yell from behind me as I brought my hammer around into the shield wall.
 
Crushing blow went off, and the lacquered wooden tower shield before me exploded as though hit by a Howitzer shell, sending that particular soldier flying back through the tightly packed ranks behind him.
 
“Help,” I thought while desperately dodging.  I threw my pick and shield aside, dissipating them as they left my hands and summoning my fist blades.
 
Gretch and Gill appeared on either side of me, their own weapons already slashing between and under heavy tower shields to get at the men behind them.
 
I tried to dash past a shield to sink my claws into the wide eyes of a helmeted soldier behind it, but he activated some kind of defensive ability.  His shield seemed to teleport in front of me before slamming into me like a ton of bricks.
 
I flew back several paces and rolled over backward when I hit the walkway.  A collision jarred my teeth as I smashed into someone’s legs.  Glad I hadn’t fallen from the wall, I kicked to my feet and noticed Ceria and Court’s backs as they charged the line.
 
Glancing down, I saw Mara scooting painfully backward on her ass, one of her legs bent the wrong way where my flying body had hit it.  I glanced from her to my women, fighting for their lives.  After a split second of indecision, I pulled out a healing potion, tore the cork free with my teeth, and put it in the rakkin woman’s hand.
 
“Drink it,” I ordered.
 
I just caught her pained nod out the corner of my eye as I rushed back toward the battle for the high ground, my fist blades sheathing my hands in steel as I charged. 
 
The backwash of a powerful lust blast caught me just as I reached the line.  Every eye turned to Gretch, but I didn’t even slow down.  Pouncing entirely over the enemy’s shields, I buried both sets of claws into the nearest soldiers’  necks before violently ripping them free, coating myself and permeating the air around me in a dark crimson spray.
 
A feminine scream of anguish drew my eye, and I turned just in time to see Court stumbling back as her right forearm and hand flew from her body, severed by the heavy blade of a dwarf’s gladius.
 
Already in a red rage, I bellowed incoherently and sliced my way to the fallen pantherian.  I reached the dwarf as he raised his gladius to finish her off and slammed my blades into the back of his neck.  I’d aimed for the gap between his backplate and helm, but so great was my rage that the claws punched their way through the sheet metal of both and the dwarf instantly dropped, his brain stem destroyed.
 
“Skryvonna, Ceria, cover!” I bellowed as I slid to my knees beside a hyperventilating Court.
 
My armor and fist blades vanished as my wives manifested and covered me while I worked.  I pulled out my dagger and hastily sliced my leather shirt open, then slashed again, cutting a long strip from my clothing.
 
I wound the strip around Court’s upper arm and tied it in place.  Scanning the ground, I retrieved an arrow and snapped it in two before sliding it under the chord around Court’s arm.  As fast as I could, I began spinning the arrow shaft, tightening the makeshift tourniquet until the arterial blood stopped pumping out of the stump of her forearm.
 
I used another strip of my shirt to tie the broken arrow in place, securing the tourniquet before ripping a health potion from my bandoleer and forcing it between Court’s chattering teeth.
 
“I don’t want to die,” Court whispered through trembling, pale lips.
 
“I’m not going to let that happen, sweety,” I growled, opening another potion and forcing her to swallow the contents of that one as well.
 
I grabbed the dead dwarf and dragged him over.  Laying Court down, I placed her feet on the body to elevate them before ripping my cloak off and putting it under her head.
 
“You’ll be fine,” I ordered, more than reassured her.  “You’ve got two of Purple’s potions in you, and the bleeding is stopped.  You hang in there, now.  I’ve got to check on the others.”
 
I climbed to my feet and scanned what was left of the battle.  The gnolls had arrived and cleaned up the rest of the heavies on the wall while I’d tended to Court.  Skryvonna stood a few paces away in her war form, bloody scythe before her as the gnolls warily circled.
 
I willed her back and felt the smooth texture of her carapace armor enclose my bare torso.
 
“Gotta start warning allies about you,” I thought as I tried to summon Elyria, but my claws didn’t appear.
 
“She died keeping you alive,” Skryvonna supplied.  “Elf came out of stealth right behind you.  She caught the blade with her own body and put a crescent through his throat before she went down.”
 
I didn’t know if it was Skryvonna or me feeling the fierce pride in the timid bunny girl, but I knew the anger at her suffering was all mine.
 
Summoning my pick and shield, I was beyond relieved to find Gretch and Gill had survived.
 
Inspecting the greater battle through my shield after casting another Gorgon’s Sight, I saw the trolls held the central square and were rounding up surrendered Tormians and administering thrall oaths.
 
No arrows rained down from the walls, so I assumed my Blackpaws and I had accomplished our mission.
 
Bending down, I carefully picked up a shivering Court and princess-carried her towards where I’d left Mara.  A feminine shriek split the night, causing me to look up and see a pair of gnolls, each with their hands on Mara’s broken leg.
 
Before I could get angry, Tic thought, “They just set her leg.  She couldn’t drink the potion until the bones were set.”
 
“Right.  I’m a dumbass.” I allowed as I approached Mara.
 
She grinned through clenched teeth holding up the still full potion towards me as if in a toast before drinking it down.
 
Glancing around, I found Jalil.  He had a few slashes in his leather armor, but only one bled, and that one not severely.
 
“We need to carry the wounded down to the courtyard,” I instructed.  “The trolls have healers.  Leave the healthiest on the wall to watch for returning patrols or caravans.”
 
Jalil nodded before barking orders to turn my words to action.  Satisfied that was handled, I carefully carried the now unconscious Pantherian down the nearest stairwell.
 
“Oh good, you made it!” Jorgan boomed as I approached.  “I’d have strangled you if you died and left us stranded here.”
 
“Too stubborn to die,” I grunted, bending down to carefully set Court beside a line of wounded trolls.  “Can you get someone to heal her, please?”
 
“Troat!” Jorgan called.
 
The gaunt healer ran up, his face already haggard from mana fatigue.  I pulled out a mana potion and flipped it to him.  He looked around furtively as if embarrassed, before hiding the potion in his large hand and surreptitiously downing it.
 
Jorgan waved towards the corpse-pale body of Court, and Troat knelt beside her with a frown and a nod, his hands already aglow with healing green light.
 
Gnolls began streaming into the impromptu healing area, carrying or supporting wounded friends.  Jalil himself gingerly deposited Mara on the ground beside Court’s still form.
 
“Still want to go after that caravan?” Jorgan asked with a grin. 
 
“How did your people hold up?” I asked before answering his question.
 
“Two dead, six too wounded to fight again,” he replied, his grin collapsing like a house of cards.
 
“You get a headcount?” I asked Jalil. 
 
“Six dead, seven badly wounded,” Jalil answered immediately.  “Aein is one of the dead.”
 
“Fuck,” I sighed. 
 
“We’ve got about forty trolls in fighting shape and around thirty gnolls,” Jorgan muttered, clearly thinking aloud. 
 
“Take ten gnolls with us,” he decided.  “Leave the rest here with our wounded to hold the fort.  If we hurry, we can probably catch them before daylight.  It’s the best time for an ambush, anyway.”
 
“We need those slaves,” I muttered, feeling bad for asking him to go into battle on my behalf again.  “They might turn more tribes to our side.”
 
“You’ve mentioned that before,” Jorgan sighed.  “Okay, son, I’ll round up the troops.”
 
The green glow cut off, causing me to glance down at Court.  Troat had removed the tourniquet, and the stump was no longer bleeding, though it oozed clear fluid and was a long way from being unblemished skin.
 
“Best I can do for now,” Troat explained, wearily climbing to his feet.  “She’ll survive the wound if infection doesn’t kill her.  I can’t expend any more mana on her with another fight looming.”
 
I clenched my jaw but nodded in understanding before crouching down and smoothing a few errant locks of black hair off her clammy, pale face. 
 
“I’ll keep an eye on ‘er,” Mara said, gritting her teeth through her own pain.
 
“How are you doing?” I asked, placing a hand on her bare shoulder.
 
“About how it looks,” she growled through her fake smile.  “I’ll be fine, though.  Go free slaves to rally the tribes with.  And Andric… thanks for all yur doin’ for us.”
 
“Get better,” I encouraged, giving her shoulder a squeeze before standing.  “I’ll take you home as soon as we conquer a croc village with a bind point.”
 
Her forced grin became genuine at that.  She scooted over and raised Court’s head into her lap before looking up again.
 
“Well, get goin’, you great lug.  You can nae rescue the slaves from here.”
 
Chuckling, I glanced around to find that Jorgan and Jalil were nearly done organizing their troops.
 
“We’ll be back before you know it,” I promised.
 




Chapter 21 – Caravan Carnival

By the time the occupying force, the prisoner guards, and the wounded were sorted out, we were left with twenty-five trolls and fifteen gnolls for the assault on the wagon.  It brought the odds far closer to even than I liked, but Jorgan assured me we still held the upper hand since we had more magic users and the element of surprise.
 
From what I could tell, magic was somewhat equivalent to modern-day air superiority.  If both sides were evenly matched in the magic department, then the fight was decided by swords.  If one side held a significant advantage, the battle was much more manageable.  This analogy was muddied by the fact many non-magic classes had magic-nullifying abilities and such.  Even the best shoulder-mounted SAM launcher wouldn’t matter much if an A10 targeted your position on the modern battlefield.  However, a skill that teleported you behind a magic user to sink a knife between their shoulder blades made a considerable difference on Tournion.  All things considered, Jorgan still seemed to think we wouldn’t have much trouble.
 
The two most recently returned scouts led us through the darkness as rapidly as we safely could, traveling on the rocky road of packed earth.  We had to cover around ten miles before daylight if we wanted to hit them tonight.  A ten-mile forced march in the dark is no picnic, but we sent scouts ahead of us and stayed on the road, one of the troll mages making us harder to recognize as we jogged. 
 
“What if crocs visit the Tormian fort before we get back?” Gretch asked innocently as I doggedly followed the troll in front of me.  His broad back had become a very familiar sight over the last couple of miles.
 
“Jorgan left orders to capture or kill any visitors,” Skryvonna answered her.  “Did you not hear?”
 
“Yes, I heard,” Gretch answered.  “But, what will it mean for us?”
 
“As long as the town isn’t alerted before tomorrow night, we should be fine,” I answered.  Leaving unsaid, if the general croc population became aware of our presence before we were ready to do something about it, we’d probably be completely fucked.
 
.
 
“I can’t imagine the crocs are overly friendly with the Tormians, even if they are allies,” Gill thought, reassuring Gretch and me both.
 
“Just make sure you survive this, Andric,” Tic admonished.  “We can always try again, as long as you don’t die trying to force something.”
 
“I’m touched by your concern,” I thought sarcastically.
 
“I am concerned about you, idiot,” Tic protested.  “At some point, you started thinking the only reason I’m helping you is my desire to get bound and my eventual ticket back home.  You seem to have completely forgotten how I helped you when I had nothing to gain.”
 
“Wasn’t that your job?” Gretch giggled.
 
“Not helping,” Tic growled.  “It was my job, but I didn’t just clinically suggest Battlemaster.  I personally enjoy seeing Summons in the void get matched with appropriate Summoners.  Especially those bound to Battlemaster objects, since regular Summoners are far more common.  The fact that I’m now bound to one of those objects, doesn’t change the fact that I’ve been actively trying to help souls escape the void for over two hundred years.”
 
“So, you chose Battlemaster for me to help more souls escape the void?” I asked.
 
“NO… grrrrr,” Tic spluttered and growled in frustration.  “I chose it because I thought you’d excel at it, and I was right.  Also, I thought you would treat your Summons well.  I was partially right about that.”
 
“How have I mistreated you?” I asked, truly confused.
 
“You don’t treat me like everyone else.  I don’t think you really see me as a person,” Tic grumbled.
 
“He treats you much better than he treated me at first,” Skryvonna interjected.  “I suppose that was partially my own fault, though,” she added.
 
“Partially?” Gill asked pointedly.
 
“Tic,” I thought, cutting off the banter, “you’re a six-hundred-year-old demon.  I have no idea how your thought process works.  I’m trying to be as nice to you as I can, but forgive me if I assume you’re far more intelligent than I am and possibly playing games with my life.”
 
“And you know how a Drider’s thought process works?” Tic snapped.  “Don’t answer that.  Sorry, Vonna.  I’m an infernal, not a demon, but you don’t have the frame of reference to understand the difference.  The point I’m trying to make is that I’m a woman.  I find you most charming, and attractive.  We’re bound together for your lifespan unless you send me back.  Could you please stop thinking of me as some kind of tiny monster?” she finished in exasperation.
 
I turned off the mental link to my Summons as I pondered her words.  I didn’t have a problem seeing the human attributes in my other Summons’ personalities.  Even Skryvonna wasn’t hard to understand.  She was like a supremely driven and competent power CEO from back home, utterly sure of her worth and completely insecure about her role in a real relationship.  Not that I’d interacted with any beautiful and powerful women in my world, but I could understand the concept.
 
I couldn’t wrap my mind around the worldview of a 600-year-old demon… err, infernal woman.  What would my life look like from her perspective?  Maybe I was being unfair, though.  I’d written off all her advances as cold manipulation.  Could she actually be interested in me?
 
“Alright,” I thought.  “I’ll work on seeing you as a woman rather than a borderline godlike being.  It may take some time to adjust my perspective.”
 
“Thank you,” Tic sighed.  “That’s all I’m asking.  But… doesn’t the prospect of fucking a borderline godlike being excite you even a little?”
 
Gretch exploded into laughter at the turmoil that question threw my thoughts into.
 
“I’ll help, Chief,” she pledged between peals of laughter.  “I bet we can make this semi-goddess beg for mercy.”
 
By the time she finished her statement, Gretch’s tone had gone from humorous to intensely lustful.
 
“I’ll tie her up, if it helps,” Gill added.  “I’m sure she’s done plenty of naughty things that she needs to be punished for.”
 
Skryvonna just mentally sniffed, but I felt warm amusement pulse from her core.
 
“I’m so totally ready for that,” Tic nearly panted, her mood entirely reversed by Gretch’s jab.  “You can all indulge in your every fantasy with me.”
 
“Wow,” I thought, impressed by her change of attitude. 
 
“I’ve been holding back,” Tic explained.  “I know you don’t think of me like that, so I’ve been trying to be good.  It’s not really in my nature to exercise so much self-control, though.”
 
“Ceria first, still,” Gretch demanded.  “We promised, and I think she’s falling in love with you, Chief.”
 
“Ceria first,” I agreed.  I glanced around for the kobold in question, briefly forgetting she’d stayed behind with Court and Mara.
 
“But, you’re evolving me before that, right?” Tic asked.
 
“Yes, I keep my promises,” I thought.
 
“I’ve always wanted to be full-sized,” Tic thought wistfully.
 
A gnoll appeared out of the shadows on the road before us, and the column ground to a stop.
 
“We’re nearly there,” the gnoll explained.  “We should leave the road.”
 
Jorgan gestured, and we all left the path, circling wide through the sparse underbrush.  After another half-hour of rough travel, I could just make out campfires in the distance.  We’d picked up another scout along the way, and he’d spent a portion of the journey explaining the camp's layout to Jorgan. 
 
We finally drew to a stop just within sight of the distant campfires, and I sought Jorgan out. 
 
“We’re going to swarm them from the darkness,” Jorgan launched into his plan as soon as I drew near.  “My mages have enough juice left to cloak us on the approach.  My assassins and your gnolls will go first to take out sentries.  If we’re lucky, we can kill them all in their sleep.”
 
I nodded, having grown used to the standard combat tactics of trolls.  I briefly wondered if Jorgan had ever planned a daylight fight against a prepared enemy, but I dismissed the unkind idea.  I’d seen the trolls dive into combat against a well-prepared Swarm den.  Killing the enemy in their sleep was just efficient, and the trolls were nothing if not efficient.
 
After pausing a beat for questions that never came, Jorgan nodded, turned to his mages, and held a quiet conversation before turning back to me for further detail.
 
“Pick five gnolls for the infiltration force,” he instructed.
 
“I’m going, as well,” I informed him before turning to Jalil and repeating his order.
 
Jalil’s selections trotted up to me seconds later.
 
Once my gnolls and the five troll assassins were gathered, Jorgan laid the foundation of the plan: “Gringe is going to cast obscuring magic on you all.  It won’t be complete invisibility, but it will cloak you in shadows.  My infiltrators have skills that will allow them to be much less visible.  I suggest you all use any skills you have along those lines as well.”
 
As soon as Jorgan finished speaking, Gringe uttered a few guttural words, and all eleven of us became less substantial.  It was as if I were viewing my fellow assassins through a thick haze of smoke, though they should’ve been in plain sight.
 
The troll rogues disappeared entirely shortly after.  Show-offs.  I noticed that my gnolls also became even harder to make out, though they didn’t vanish like the trolls.
 
I activated Skryvonna’s shadow meld ability and cast Gorgon’s Sight on my shield, before trotting off in the direction of the distant fires.
 
“We’ll be right behind you,” I heard Jorgan say as I departed.
 
My inability to see my fellow infiltrators made my approach incredibly eerie.  I felt as if I were assaulting the camp by myself as the wagon’s shadowy forms became discernable.
 
Locating a lone sentry, I angled towards them, keeping as low and silent as I could.  Before I could reach the soldier, he stiffened and let out a strangled cry before slumping to the ground, his open throat pumping arterial blood into the predawn sky.
 
Changing direction, I headed for the camp itself.  Low, wide tents occupied the center of the circled wagons.  The cookfires had burned completely out, leaving plenty of shadows for me to lose myself in.
 
As I was passing the wagon ring, a hand shot out from one of the barred wagon beds and grabbed me by my pauldron.  I barely managed to check the swing I reflexively aimed at my assailant when I made out the wide eyes of a croc woman inside the mobile cage.
 
“What are you doing?” the croc woman whispered fiercely.
 
“Saving you,” I whispered back, annoyed to be having this conversation.  Judging from her size, the caged croc wasn’t very old.  I worried that she’d wake the rest of the prisoners and alert the sleeping camp.
 
“They’ll kill you,” the croc hissed.  “There’s a human player leading this caravan.  She’s vicious and powerful.  You can’t hope to defeat her alone.”
 
“Not planning on doing it alone,” I whispered angrily, mentally chastising myself for falling into this juvenile conversation with a random prisoner.
 
“Everything okay, Andric?” a disembodied voice whispered from my right. 
 
The croc woman jumped back in her cage, causing me to wince at the noise.  Another prisoner grumbled in their sleep.
 
“Just stay quiet,” I instructed the startled croc girl as I pried my pauldron from her hand. 
 
She nodded, her wide eyes full of apprehension and fear.  Why was a croc a slave in the first place?  I wondered.
 
The first scream of alarm caught me halfway between the wagons and the tents.  Dashing forward, I slid through the tent entrance, summoning my pick.
 
The four occupants were groggily sitting up in their bedrolls, woken by the cries of alarm. 
 
Wasting no time, I sprang onto the nearest and plunged my pick into his chest.  The other three began shouting in alarm and fumbling for weapons.  I buried my pick in the throat of the female elf who was next in line, having to remind myself that the beautiful woman was a slaver and worse. 
 
The last two, a dwarf and a human man, had reached their feet and produced weapons by the time the elven woman flopped to the ground, her hands scrabbling to staunch the ruined mess of her throat.
 
I raised my pick and shield, prepared for the two soldiers to strike, but they both jerked and let out strangled gasps as a gnoll appeared behind them, his dual short swords buried in their unarmored backs.
 
More screams and cries of pain rose from around the camp as we dashed from the tent.  Un-stealthed trolls and gnolls began pouring into the camp, causing the prisoners to wake and cry out in alarm from their wheeled cages.
 
An impossibly loud bellow of rage split the air from the largest tent.  A massive man with curving bull horns adorning his head charged from the entrance, his huge hand around a limp gnoll’s neck.
 
Flinging the dead gnoll to the ground, he shouted, “To arms!  We’re under attack!”
 
A familiar woman followed the horned behemoth from the tent.  She’d been issuing threats to Chief Lastra in the Firetail village last time I’d seen her.  A green man that seemed to be made of vines followed her out.  She gestured, and a six-foot-tall reptilian man appeared beside her.
 
“Shit, she’s a summoner,” I thought, remaining crouched.
 
“Let us handle her Summons,” Gill said, unmistakable battle lust in her mental voice.
 
“Will do,” I thought as I stepped into the firelight.
 
“Sorry, I can’t remember your name,” I said conversationally.  “But, we’ll be taking these slaves off your hands.”
 
The woman and all her Summons eyed me warily.
 
“I’ve heard of you,” she sneered.  “The Earth Human that fights for the animals.  You’re on the wrong side, asshole.  Kill him, Thom.”
 
The giant man, who could only be a minotaur, stomped a cloven hoof against the ground once before charging me.
 
Skryvonna appeared in his path, her scythe already a blur of motion as she swung for his legs.
 
Somehow, the bull-man managed to get his axe between the war-scythe and his thigh, but he never saw the tail attack coming as Skryvonna’s stinger buried itself in his throat.
 
“Kill them!” the human woman shrieked, a ball of green fire materializing in her right hand as her other two Summons charged.
 
Gill appeared before the vine man and Gretch before the reptilian, who looked like a full-sized version of a kobold, except with a set of leathery wings.
 
Wings or not, the dragon-man didn’t have any more defense against Gretch’s lust blast than any other being I’d met.  He dropped his massive, curved sword at Gretch’s feet just as she deflected the Summoner’s fireball off her Obsidian Eye shield, sending the green missile careening off into the night.
 
Gretch lunged forward, spearing the dragon-man through the throat as I dashed past, headed for the Summoner.
 
The human woman suddenly sprouted feathered wings and took flight, leaving me gawking at her retreating back.
 
“What the fuck?” I muttered, spinning to find that all the woman’s Summons had disappeared.
 
My own Summons dematerialized, cladding me in weapons and armor once again.
 
“We’ll have to fight them again,” Gill grumbled.  The ones we killed will be waiting for her in her nexus.
 
“She fucking flew!”  I marveled.  “I want to fly!”
 
“I can fly,” Tic pointed out.  “Maybe you’ll get the ability when you tier me up.”
 
A Tormian soldier appeared between the tents and charged me, interrupting my dreams of flight.
 
I caught a few slashes on my shield before tar blast went off, covering the man’s tower shield in hot goo, but otherwise having no appreciable effect.  I circled, trying to get past the massive shield, but the soldier mirrored my movements, his gladius licking out periodically to keep me at bay. 
 
A troll lunged from the tents and swung for the man’s unprotected back, but some defensive ability triggered, blocking the troll’s axe swing.  The soldier pivoted as he backpedaled, trying to get us both in his line of sight. 
 
I slid to a knee and cast Azrael’s Bola under the rim of his shield.  I was too close for the bola to properly deploy, but the projectile took out a leg and knocked the soldier sprawling anyway. 
 
My troll ally wasted no time bringing his axe down, and partially beheading the defender.  Only then did I spare my ally a glance and catch Fierg’s fierce grin.
 
“Thanks,” I sighed.  “That guy was a tank.”
 
Fierg raised a questioning eyebrow but shrugged and trotted off to cause more mayhem before I could explain.  Taking my cue from him, I also searched the camp for more defenders.
 
After making a complete circuit, I realized that we’d killed all of them.
 
Jorgan strode up to me through the dust and blood of the destroyed camp just as the sun began to peek over the horizon. 
 
“I’d rather just turn the wagons around and drive them back,” he said.  “Half the slaves inside are crocs.  I don’t want to let them all go until we understand what’s going on here.”
 
“Um… I can tell you, Sir,” a timid voice spoke up from one of the nearby wagons.
 
Glancing up, I recognized the croc woman who’d grabbed me earlier and nodded.
 
“Mind telling us on the road?” I asked.  “I don’t want to be in the open any longer than we need to.”
 
“We’re going to be seen anyway,” Fierg grumbled.  “No way around it if you want to keep all these slaves.”
 
“The idea is to free them,” I said with a sigh.  “I didn’t expect the Tormians to be enslaving crocs, though.”
 
“There’s no one to stop them,” the croc woman sighed from her cell.  “Once all the warriors went off to fight, the Tormians began issuing fines and fees for everything.  When we couldn’t pay, they started taking slaves.”
 
I nodded slowly, remembering that our scouts had reported all the crocs in the patrols being small.
 
“What’s your name?” I asked the croc prisoner.
 
“Trenah, Sir,” she replied.
 
Looking her over, I noticed she had much softer facial features than Grelda, and her tight, green body was on full display. Apparently, the Tormians didn’t supply their slaves with clothing.
 
“We lost one, Alpha,” Jalil interrupted as he strode up to me issuing his report. 
 
“That will probably be the last one, if what Trenah here says is true,” I answered, nodding to the croc woman.
 
“Will you have someone find these people some clothes,” I added.
 
Jalil shot a dark look at Trenah but nodded and said, “Sure, Alpha,” before trotting off.
 
“I would have never believed that I’d be rescued by humans, gnolls, and… trolls?”  She trailed off at the end, her eyes on Jorgan as if she wasn’t entirely sure what he was.
 
“If it were up to me, you’d all be my thralls by now,” Jorgan said, though not unkindly, his lips stretched around his large, gold-capped tusks in a grin.
 
“Who is it up to?” Trenah asked, her face going ashen at the realization that she may not be free after all.
 
“Him,” Jorgan chuckled, pointing an index finger at me.
 
“What are you going to do with us?” the croc asked, getting more frightened by the minute.
 
Rather than tell the young woman that my friends and I were here to take her land back for people who owned it before she was born, I asked her a question of my own.
 
“Do you know a woman named Grelda?”
 
“Of course,” Trenah said with a small smile.  “She’s the Chief’s niece.  It’s a shame she had to marry stinky old Halburt.”
 
“Riiiight,” I drawled, processing this new information.  “Well, what would you say if I told you that Grelda has escaped the war -- and Halburt, for that matter?  She’s found a safe spot to live where she’s very happy, and she wants me to bring as many of her people to her as I can.”
 
“You can’t honestly expect me to believe that?” Trenah asked, her head jerking back as if she’d smelled something foul.
 
“There’s a bit more to it,” I admitted.  “But that’s the broad strokes.  I’ll take you to see her once we find a nearby bind point.”
 
“Don’t go with him,” a young male croc muttered loud enough for me to hear.
 
“We’ll have to discuss it later,” I said as a gnoll trundled up with a stack of clothing in her arms.
 
“Are you going to give us breakfast?” the guy who’d advised Trenah not to go with me asked while pulling on trousers trying, but failing to hide the micropenis I’d tried not to notice.
 
“Sure, I’ll have something brought over once we’re on the road,” I promised.
 
By the time the sun cleared the horizon, we had the wagons moving, right back where they’d come from.
 
There were slaves from many tribes in the cages, though over half were crocs.  I decided to leave them all in the cages until we could properly process them back at the Tormian fort.  I did have entire casks of water brought to each wagon, and all of the clothing and toiletries we looted from the Tormians distributed. 
 
The formerly enslaved people weren’t exactly happy about the arrangements.  Still, we repeated that we were eventually freeing them enough times that they finally settled down as we made the long ride back. 
 
Three hours later, the gates were opened by a couple of trolls, and my sigh of relief was echoed by the trolls around me.  Apparently, I hadn’t been the only one concerned that the fort would be taken behind us.
 
Before anything else, I rushed to check on the girls.  Someone had moved the wounded into a barracks-styled building, and I found all three in two big beds someone had pushed together.
 
Court was awake and had a bit of color back, but the other two were sound asleep. 
 
Sinking down next to Court, I asked, “How’s it going?”
 
The severe panther woman didn’t raise her eyes.
 
“I guess you’re going to get rid of me now?” she murmured.
 
“What?” I blurted, shocked.
 
“I’m not good for anything with only one arm,” she grumbled, still looking down at her bandaged stump.  “Can’t train you and your women.  Can’t guard you.  I knew it was too good to be true.”
 
I scratched the back of my head, confused.
 
“Court, no one is sending you away,” I gently assured her.  “I don’t use people up and abandon them when they need help.”
 
She finally met my eyes, her own blues watery and bright in her exhausted pale face.
 
“You want me to have to depend on you for everything, like one of your Summons?” she asked, some of her customary surliness creeping back into her voice.  “Come crawling into your bed, begging for you to notice me.”
 
“That’s not very nice to my Summons, who can definitely hear you right now,” I growled.  “Why would you think I wanted that, anyway?  Have I ever made any unwelcome passes at you?”
 
“No,” she muttered, her gaze falling back to her stump.  “You obviously don’t find me attractive.  I don’t know why you ever saved me.  I can’t figure it out.  You don’t want me, but you bought me nice things.  You invite me to live in your home, but pretend I don’t exist.  What do you want from me, Andric?”
 
“Before you say ‘nothing’,” Skryvonna quickly interjected.  “I think I have figured out what is going on.  I think she has a crush on you but expects you to make the first move.”
 
“That’s crazy,” I thought.  “She’s never even been friendly towards me.  Loyal and steadfast, sure, but never friendly.”
 
“Skryvonna’s probably right,” Gill concurred.  “I should have seen it sooner.  She jumps between you and danger at every chance.  Maybe it’s her way of telling you she’s into you.”
 
“Plus, she gets extra cranky and snappy when she knows you’re with one of us,” Gretch helpfully added.
 
It suddenly dawned on me that Court was a cat… person.  Sure, she was intelligent and sapient, but when did a cat ever show love without leaving a few claw marks behind?
 
“Yep,” Gill agreed with my unguarded thoughts.  “She probably goes to sleep every night hoping you’ll barge into her room, hold her down, and take her from behind before morning.”
 
“Tournion is fucked up,” I thought-grumbled.
 
Sighing, I sank down onto the bed beside the wounded pantherian warrior.
 
“Look, Court… I don’t expect anything from you,” I began over the loud protests in my head.  “I also don’t want to see you go.  You’re free to stay with us as long as you want.  I’m pretty sure you could still kick my ass with only one arm.”
 
“Probably,” she muttered, a small smile forcing itself onto her lips.  The tip of her black tail even ticked from side to side a few times.  “I don’t want charity, though.  I want to contribute.”
 
“We’ll figure that out eventually,” I promised.  “I’m sure Purple wouldn’t say no to some help with her experiments.”
 
Court’s nose wrinkled, her upper lip rising over her sharp teeth in a very feline expression of disgust.
 
“If not that, then something else,” I said, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder.  “If you think I’m going to toss you out after you saved my life more than once, you don’t know me very well.”
 
“You noticed that?” Court asked.
 
“Which time?” I asked in return.  “When you hauled me back up on the cliff?  When you guarded my back in a fight?  When you put yourself between me and every being who’s offered me challenge?”
 
She rolled her eyes as if I were exaggerating.  Maybe she didn’t even realize how protective of me she was.
 
“Anyway, you’re not going anywhere if you don’t want to,” I said. 
 
“Are you two going to start making out?” Mara deadpanned, her eyes still closed.
 
“Of course not,” Court snapped.
 
“Oh, I’ll stop pretending to be asleep then,” Ceria said, her reptilian gray eyes popping open as she sat up.
 
Court hid her eyes with one hand, her other arm coming up as if to use both.
 
“Can’t you just bind her and give her a new body?” Ceria asked, compassion in her voice.
 
“I don’t know if that’s how it works,” I said, feeling my own face flush.  “Besides, I don’t know if Court really wants to spend the rest of her life stuck in my head.”
 
“Hmmm,” Ceria mused.  “I want to spend the rest of my life with you.  I don’t see what’s so bad about it.”
 
“That’s because yur a love-drunk reptile,” Mara chided, slapping Ceria lightly on the thigh.
 
“I’m not a reptile,” Ceria said, sounding indignant.  “I’m not cold-blooded.”
 
“Uh… oh,” Mara floundered before her face brightened with a smile.  “You did’na deny the love-drunk part, though.”
 
“No, I did not,” Ceria agreed, a picture of calm dignity.
 
“You’re all horrible,” I groaned, standing up.  “I’ve got to go sort out the former slaves.”
 
“Oh, I’m definitely coming for that,” Ceria declared, flowing gracefully to her feet.
 
“Armor on,” I said, noticing she was once again in her underclothes.
 
“Yeah, yeah,” she muttered, picking up the heavy chain tunic from where it was hanging on the bedpost.  I noticed her check to ensure I was looking before she slid into the armor with much more shimmying than was necessary, and shaking of her lithe body.  
 
“I get you before the pussy cat does,” she declared once she had her armor settled.  “I don’t care how many limbs she loses.”
 
Chuckling, I walked back into the late morning sunshine, Ceria trailing close behind.
 
The wagon was just coming to a stop in the large courtyard. The former slaves were all standing in the wagon beds, many of them fingering the collars that still enclosed their necks as they surveyed the trolls and gnolls going about the business of unhitching the wagons.
 
I wanted to set them all free on the spot, but the inclusion of so many crocs complicated things.  I didn’t want them to run home and warn their families, but I also didn’t want to set the rest free and hold the crocs, thus proving that I had malicious intent.
 
Grabbing a stool from a nearby porch, I carried it over to Trenah’s wagon and sat down on it, sighing at getting off my feet.
 
“So, Trenah, here’s the deal,” I said.  “I’m going to let you out.  Then, I’m going to take off that collar.  I honestly have no interest in keeping slaves.  We’re going to go to town with a few of my troll friends, and I’m going to take you to see Grelda.”
 
“What about everyone else?” Trenah asked.
 
I sighed an explosive sigh before answering.
 
“I’ll level with you, Trenah.  Your people are doomed.  Your Chief foolishly took up with the Tormians, then went to war with the rest of the Spine.  Your allies are preying on your people, and your Chief has made you enemies to all the surrounding people.  I have a solution that will get your people out of this mess, but you probably won’t believe me without seeing it for yourself.”
 
“You want to move my people somewhere?”  she asked, her eyes widening.  “All of us?”
 
“Lazran won’t let you near the bind point,” she said sadly.
 
“Who’s Lazran?” I asked. 
 
“He’s the Tormian’s fucking lapdog,” Trenah hissed with unexpected vehemence.  “He’d sell out his own mother for a copper round.”
 
“I’ll probably kill him,” I said evenly, suddenly wanting to give it to this young woman straight.  If she were an Earth Human, she’d probably be finishing up college or backpacking across Europe, or whatever college-age girls did these days.  Instead, she was in the back of a stinking slave wagon with a collar around her neck.
 
She didn’t flinch or bat an eye.
 
“Good,” she spat.  “Fucker raped my sister once all the real men went off to war.”
 
“Yep, I’ll definitely kill him,” I confirmed, opening the cage door.  “Let’s go see this Lazran together, shall we?”
 




Chapter 22 – Might Makes Right

I ended up letting all five crocs out of the prison wagon, along with Trenah.  Once they were on the ground, I realized that none were taller than Gretch.  The word ‘juvenile’ flashed through my mind, but Gill assured me they were young adults.  Crocs grew slowly but surely for their entire lives and could live to be hundreds of years old.
 
“Are you leaving this on?” Trenah asked, fingering the collar still around her neck.
 
“How do I remove it?” I asked Ulfgar as he wandered over while I opened the wagon’s door.
 
The silent ranger shrugged and nodded in the direction of a troll mage trudging across the courtyard.
 
“You just need the key,” Skryvonna informed me.  “Anyone besides the collared can remove it with the correct key.”
 
“That’s a lot of keys,” I commented dryly, surveying the caravan.
 
“It is probably a universal key for all of them,” She replied.  “I am sure the looting party found at least one on the dead.”
 
Nodding, I headed to the back of the supply wagon where we’d piled all the spoils of war before returning to the fort, motioning Trenah to follow.  Her friends followed along as Ceria quietly spoke to them about the dungeon. 
 
Rounding behind the wagon, I found Fierg and a few other trolls sifting through the loot and munching on travel biscuits from the wagon’s stores.
 
“Find any keys?” I asked while climbing into the covered wagon and finding the crate of travel biscuits. 
 
“Fair few,” Fierg grunted, glancing around at the organized piles of loot spread out in the dirt around his feet.   By the time he located the mound he was looking for, I’d climbed down with the crate of biscuits.
 
Fierg dumped a double handful of keys on the wagon bed beside the crate of hardtack I put there.
 
“Let’s see if I can get that off,” I said to Trenah, scooping up a handful of keys.  After a few tries, the collar popped off with a click, followed by a faint orange pulse of light.
 
“I really appreciate it, Andric,” Trenah said softly, her eyes on the ground while her fingers absently caressed her neck where the collar had been.
 
“No problem,” I said, waving off her gratitude and moving on to the next croc in line.  The key proved to work on all the collars, and I had six free crocs milling around moments later.
 
“Would a few of you take that crate of hardtack and make sure everyone gets breakfast?” I asked.
 
The two largest males stepped up and scurried off with the crate to do as I’d asked.
 
“I owe you more than my life,” Trenah reiterated, still staring at her feet.
 
“It’s nothing,” I said, starting to feel a little guilty.  I was here to oust her entire tribe after all.
 
The young croc woman finally looked up at me with her haunting speckled green eyes. 
 
“I’ll repay the debt,” she swore.  “My life is yours until I feel the debt is paid.”
 
“Why is she doing this?” I thought in exasperation.  “None of the others are falling over themselves to swear life debts to me.”
 
“Who knows,” Skryvonna sighed.  “She is young, full of fire, and likely very stupid.”
 
“Crocs, like gnolls, primarily look for strength in their mates,” Gill thought slowly.  “Maybe she likes you.”
 
“She is kinda cute,” Gretch thought wickedly.  “Wonder what kind of gear she’d turn into.”
 
“She would probably turn into an ugly behemoth like Grelda,” Skryvonna sniffed.
 
Grelda wasn’t exactly ugly, but she was intimidating and alien.  I had too many partners to please as it was. 
 
Taking a deep breath to clear my thoughts, I replied, “Let’s see how you feel at the end of the day.”
 
Trenah nodded with a shallow smile.
 
“Adding to the collection?” Fierg asked with a raised eyebrow.
 
“Not if I can help it,” I laughed.
 
The big troll laughed along with me while Trenah just looked between us in confusion.
 
Jorgan stepped around the wagon and grunted, “There you are.  What are your plans now?”
 
“I’m going to stroll into the croc village, take out their nominal leadership, and convince them all to move,” I answered with a wide smile.
 
Jorgan snorted through a grin and asked, “Does this fanciful plan of yours involve my trolls?”
 
“It does,” I agreed.  “I’m thinking we loot this place of everything down to the nails holding the buildings together, then burn it behind us.  No point leaving it to be reoccupied.  Then we calmly return the croc captives home.  I’ll call out their leadership for selling out their people and kill as many of them as it takes to cause a regime change.  I get the impression that most of the younger generation isn’t thrilled about being involved in the war.  Their Chief apparently joined under duress, so the entire tribe probably resents the Tormians, to some degree.”
 
Jorgan scratched his beard thoughtfully for a few moments before responding.
 
“Less problematic than trying to wipe them all out… If you can pull it off,” he mused.  “What about the Tormian prisoners?”
 
“You have them all under thrall contracts?” I asked.
 
“Yep,” Jorgan answered with a sly grin.
 
“They’re yours,” I stated.  “I’ll send them back with you.  I know you won’t abuse them, and I need those troops out of this fight.”
 
“Works for me,” he answered.  “We should probably go soon.  I don’t want the crocs to get wind of what’s happening and prepare for us.  Wish I could rest the troops though.  Two solid days of fighting on no sleep is rough.”
 
“I hear that,” I replied through a yawn, rubbing my itchy eyes with my palms.  “The faster we move, the better, though.”
 
“What about the other slaves?” Jorgan asked as I turned away.
 
“Release them all,” I said, handing him the collar key.  “If they want to run home on their own, let them.  If I know Chief Trakka, there are already gremlin ambassadors in all their tribes.  They will help stir the pot against Torm with or without our guidance.”
 
Jorgan passed off the key to an aide and flicked his hand to indicate that my orders should be carried out.
 
“I’m going to talk with the released prisoners,” Ceria informed me, leaving to join the ‘releasing crew’.
 
I crawled into the recently emptied slave wagon, intending to take a nap, but the ripe chamber pot changed my mind.  Stepping back out, I headed back to the barracks where I’d left Mara and Court. 
 
Neither objected when I crawled between them and passed out.
 
“Wake up, love,” Gill’s mental voice said, piercing a bloody dream in which Elyria was being murdered over and over before me while I was chained to a wall.
 
“I’m up,” I grumbled, flinging myself to my feet and looking around. 
 
My bed was the only one left intact.  The room had been stripped bare of every other scrap of furniture. 
 
A startled gnoll took a step back from me as I sprang to my feet.
 
“I was just coming to collect you, Alpha,” she said with a nervous bow.  “The trolls say we’re ready to march.”
 
“Thanks,” I mumbled, still trying to bring my brain online. 
 
I noticed Court and Mara weren’t in bed with me and shuffled outside to find them.  I chuckled at the sight that greeted me.  Two of the slave wagons had been converted to mobile medical stations, and it looked like twenty beds’ worth of linens and blankets covered the floor of each.  A third wagon was full to bursting with Tormian prisoners.   The remaining wagons were piled to the brim with furniture and other loot. 
 
“Efficient,” I noted to no one in particular.
 
“You should keep most of the oxen and wagons,” Gill commented.  “We may need them later.”
 
“I’ll keep that in mind,” I thought, stepping off the porch as a couple of trolls came by splashing what I assumed was lamp oil around the place.
 
My dreams made me ache to port home and check on Elyria, but I forced my focus onto the task at hand.  Ceria walked up to me with Trenah in tow.
 
“Your friends are remarkably efficient at looting a place,” Ceria commented as she slid herself under an arm, her tail coiling around my calf.
 
“They should be,” I agreed through a short laugh.  “I’m pretty sure looting is one of their primary occupations.”
 
“Hrmm,” Ceria hummed.  “They looted things from the dungeon, but that is expected, from what I understand.  I didn’t realize they were thieves in the overworld as well.”
 
“I guess they are bandits, of a sort,” I agreed.  “They raid other countries for their goods and take thralls.  I wouldn’t say it to their face, though.   They see it as honorable to kill their enemies and take their stuff.”
 
“They see the entire world as a dungeon to run,” Ceria observed with a giggle.  “Silly trolls.  Someone is going to take offense and wipe them out one day.”
 
I glanced down at the sexy kobold, wondering how she’d know what the dangers were, having spent her entire life in the dungeon.
 
Before I could ask, Bierg approached and dropped a heavy hand onto my shoulder.
 
“Chief Jorgan tells me you’re going to challenge the croc leadership?” he asked.
 
“That’s my plan,” I replied.
 
“It’s a dumb plan.  Let one of our high-level warriors do it,” he rumbled.
 
“Can’t,” I said, shaking my head.  “The gnolls need their Alpha to take back the land.  Also, I think most of the really powerful crocs are off to war.  It should be fine.”
 
Bierg grimaced but nodded. 
 
“Don’t you fucking die and leave us stuck here,” he grumbled.
 
“I’ll try not to,” I laughed at his tender concern.  “I’m going to let Gill fight first, if it’s any consolation.”
 
“Oh,” he said, his angular face breaking into a broad grin.  “Why didn’t you say so to begin with.  I’m not afraid of her losing.”
 
We shared a laugh at that before he sobered and said, “Barkus, guide you and yours, then.”
 
Shouts to form up echoed from around the fort, cutting our conversation short.  Trolls and gnolls began hitching the oxen, and former slaves climbed up atop the wagons which once served as their prisons.
 
Giving Ceria’s slender waist a squeeze, I asked, “How many freed slaves ran off home?”
 
“A few ocelot-kin said they lived nearby and could make it home.  The rest stayed, hoping to be escorted home.”
 
“I’ll get them to the gremlins, I guess,” I grunted, not thrilled to have even more people to watch over.  I just wanted to go home and curl up with my wives for the next century or so.
 
“Thank you for doing all of this, Husband,” Gill thought quietly.  “I know you didn’t intend to get heavily involved until I told you it was my home.”
 
“Of course, Sweetie,” I replied.  “I could never look myself in the mirror again if I let the man who killed my wife and her people continue to breathe.  It just involves more steps, since he’s an emperor.  We’re going to bring his empire down around him before you personally smash his head in with that mace of yours.”
 
“I love you, Alpha,” Gill thought with feeling.
 
“I love you too, Alpha wife,” I thought back as her emotions washed over me through our bond.  Love, gratitude, loss, and rage swirled together to create a storm of bittersweet feelings in my strong wife.
 
“We’ve got your back, as well,” Gretch interjected, her own feelings of possessiveness and anger on Gill’s behalf making me grin.  At some point, Gretch’s perception had changed from being the weakest member of the family to being responsible for us all.  I suspected she considered us her harem rather than herself a part of mine.
 
“Of course, you’re all mine,” Gretch snarked, easily reading my unguarded thoughts.  “Don’t worry, I’ll remember to give you all water and take you for walks.”
 
“If you refer to me as a pet again, I will chop off that new tail you are so proud of,” Skryvonna retorted sweetly.
 
“We can wrestle any time you want, Scorp-Scorp,” Gretch replied, just as sweetly, though she sounded more like a cat delighted to have found a mouse under its paw.
 
“I’ll wrestle you as soon as Andric makes me part of the family,” Tic spoke up playfully.
 
“You have to wait your turn,” Gretch said in a patient, motherly tone.  “I’ve already promised to wrestle the lizard first.”
 
I barked an involuntary laugh at the impromptu court Gretch was holding in my head.
 
“What are they saying?” Ceria asked, snapping my focus back to my surroundings. 
 
“Just Gretch being Gretch,” I answered, giving the chain-clad kobold another comforting squeeze.
 
Noticing the wagons were moving, I took my place beside Jalil at the head of the gnoll formation.
 
“Alpha,” he greeted simply.
 
“Jalil,” I replied as we stepped off, marching out the gate.
 
I noticed Vierna standing alone in the emptying courtyard with a faint grin on her face.
 
“Don’t have too much fun,” I called to her as we passed.
 
She grinned widely at me and responded by flinging a small fireball at the rearmost building.  I didn’t look at the result but grinned to myself when I heard the whump of her spell detonate.  By the time we were a half-mile down the road, the Tormian fort was reduced to a column of black smoke and ash behind us.
 
It took less than an hour to reach the main croc village of New Blightbog.  I was surprised when ten Tormian soldiers streamed out the gates and formed up before us.  It made sense they would have a presence in the town, but I hadn’t thought much about it.
 
The rear ranks of the troll formation vanished, and I smirked as the assassins did assassin things. 
 
Jogging up to the front of the troll column, I shouted to the Tormians, who stood resolute before us.
 
“Drop your weapons and surrender!  You can’t hope to hold!” I shouted.
 
Some shifted around nervously in the ranks, but they steadied as crocs began streaming out the gate and formed a loose mob around the professional soldiers in their gleaming Roman armor.
 
“Don’t protect those fucking swine!” a high-pitched voice shouted from the side.  Looking over, I saw Trenah had jumped from the wagon she’d been riding on and was sprinting as fast as her slightly-too-short legs would carry her to the front of our column.  “These swine take our families as slaves, and you would defend them!”
 
“These trolls and gnolls freed me.  Gnolls, who I’ve always been told would kill me on sight, freed me!  These so-called ‘allies’ put a fucking collar around my neck!  How dare you defend them!”
 
“Shut up, bitch!” the largest croc roared, stepping from the crowd.  “You don’t know shit!”
 
“I know you’re a rapist and a coward, you fat pig!” Trenah retorted at the top of her lungs. 
 
We ground to a halt about fifty meters from the defending force, though I suspected our rogues were much closer.
 
Many of the crocs were looking around nervously now, unsure about what side they should be supporting, especially given that the freed croc slaves had moved up to surround Trenah, lending silent support to her argument.
 
“The Tormians will wipe us out if we don’t fight for them!” someone in the crowd around the soldiers shouted.
 
“The rest of the Spine will wipe you out if you do!” I bellowed.  “Torm isn’t going to win this war!”
 
“You sack of shit!” One of the soldiers bellowed before flinging a pilum at me.  He died before I’d even summoned my shield and batted the spear out of the air.                            
 
The mob wailed and roared as troll assassins appeared and cut down the Tormian troops.  A few crocs died in the brief skirmish before the trolls could extract themselves and trot easily back into formation.
 
I took that as my cue to step forward and complete this little drama.  It couldn’t be working out any better for me.
 
“Lazran, get out here, you fat fucking pig!” I yelled, summoning my pick and pointing it at the big croc.  I could feel Gill trembling with anticipation within me as the big croc sneered in my direction but didn’t move.
 
“Too much of a coward to fight me?” I taunted.  “I’ll tell you what, defeat a single female gnoll in battle, and we’ll all turn around and go home.”
 
“Liar!” he shouted, his eyes rolling around, looking for support from the crocs around him.  They shied away from him though, the crowd creeping back and leaving him singled out and alone. 
 
“You’re too scared to stand up for your people?!” I bellowed, saying whatever crossed my mind.  “Didn’t the Chief leave you in charge of protecting your people? Yet you stood idle while they were sold into slavery!  You raped and profited from the fucking Tormians having your back!  Will you not fight a single female gnoll to preserve the shit-stain that’s left of your honor?”
 
I’d been strolling forward, away from my own lines as I spoke.
 
“If you’re that much of a coward, run!  My gnolls would love to spend the evening hunting you down!”
 
The fat croc finally narrowed his beady eyes and pulled a ball and chain-style flail from his belt.
 
“You’ll kill me anyway because you’re a lying fucking human, but I’ll kill this female gnoll of yours first,” he snarled, stomping forward on his short legs.
 
The crowd silently parted before him, all eyes on the spectacle unfolding. 
 
When he was ten feet away, I summoned Gill about three feet in front of him.  I wanted to summon her behind him but had to at least give the appearance of a fair fight for this show to pay off.
 
Gill didn’t waste time with words, whipping her mace around to end the fight with the first blow.  Lazran may have been fat, but he was deceptively quick, dodging the strike and countering with an upwards swing of his flail.
 
The solid impact on Gill’s shield knocked her backward through the air a few steps, but she landed gracefully on her feet and smiled viciously before darting back in.
 
Lazran activated some ability that sent blue spectral flails raining down on Gill, but she gracefully twisted her body out the way of one and caught another on her shield, closing the distance.
 
The big croc tried to catch her with a flicking headshot, but Gill slid under the blow, and her mace connected solidly with the fat man’s knee as she ghosted by.
 
The strike sounded like a gunshot in the silence that had fallen over both sides.  Gill’s incredible strength stat came into play, and the croc’s kneecap exploded like it had been blasted with buckshot.  My ten in strength made me feel like a superhuman, but Gill’s every strike might as well have been delivered with crushing blow affecting it with her staggering fourteen points of strength.
 
Lazran howled in pain and shock as his body slowly caught up to the fact his leg was completely useless, and he sank down to his good knee, only staying upright by balancing his bulk on his tail.
 
Gill stalked around the injured croc, her golden eyes blazing with hatred.
 
“I name you rapist, slaver, and usurper,” she hissed, circling in ever closer. 
 
I suspected she had projected all her rage at what had become of her and her people into Lazran at that moment. 
 
Lazran attempted another swing, but the maneuver was rendered pitiful by his pain, fear, and inability to use a leg.
 
Gill dodged the blow in a flash and brought her mace down on his extended wrist.  Lazran howled again as the compound fracture shot bone fragments and blood into the dirt of the path. 
 
Not pausing an instant, Gill shot in and clamped a hand around the fat man’s throat and hauled him to his feet. 
 
Lazran squealed in pain and vomited over Gill’s arm, but she just calmly looked him in the eye as he mostly dangled at the end of her outstretched arm.  Without preamble, she hammered her flanged mace upwards between the fat croc’s legs with terrifying force.
 
The impact sounded like a sledgehammer hitting a side of beef ribs, a tremendous wet thud accompanied by the reports of several large bones breaking.  Lazran’s mouth gaped open, but no sound emerged as his eyes bulged out of his head.
 
Gill flung him to the ground and smashed his other leg before standing back and watching the destroyed mound of flesh attempt to breathe.
 
“This is Blackpaw land,” she said very softly before raising her glare to the stunned crowd of crocs.  “My Alpha has generously decided that you all get to live, but you won’t do it here on my tribe's land.”
 
She spun to me and bowed deeply before vanishing.
 
I managed not to facepalm and kept my emotions hidden as Gill destroyed any progress I’d made at painting myself in the light of a savior, helping the tribe escape the jaws of the trapped position they’d put themselves in.
 
Ah well, I’d just have to adjust the plan.
 
“I can save you all,” I said conversationally into the stunned silence that had fallen after Gill’s maiming of the strongest croc left in the town.
 
“Or, I can destroy you all.  I promised Grelda I’d save as many as I could, and I intend to keep that promise.  I will spare any who don’t fight me and follow peacefully to a new home.  Even if it weren’t for me, your clan was doomed the moment your Chief agreed to fight for the Tormians.  Allow me to save your people.”
 
Jorgan bellowed an order behind me, and the trolls formed into ranks, ready for battle.  I caught the gnolls spreading out to the flanks out of the corner of my eye.
 
 “Who was in charge after Lazran?” I asked, still speaking quietly.
 
Heads turned in the direction of a larger croc man, giving away his position without anyone saying a word.
 
“What’s your name?” I asked the suddenly ashen-faced croc.
 
“Breode,” the man answered, straightening to his full height to face his fate.
 
“Well, Breode, you have a decision to make,” I explained.  “You can fight me and die, or you can surrender and save your people.  I won’t kill everyone if you fight.  I’ll just work my way down the leadership ladder until I find someone willing to save your people.  I honestly don’t want to kill anyone today.”
 
I motioned to the column of smoke in the distance.  “We’ve done enough killing to hold me for a while.”
 
Breode studied my face for a while before asking, “Where do you expect us to go?”
 
“There’s a dungeon in a faraway land called The Dungeon of Kobold Delight.  The trolls live nearby, and I expect you will be seeing a lot of these guys,” I explained, pointing my thumb over my shoulder at the wall of trolls.
 
“The upside is that you will be immortal, able to live in relative peace and happiness.  The downside is you will have to fight trolls and adventurers all the time.  You won’t die when you lose, though, and Grelda seems to like living there very much.”
 
“That is very difficult to believe,” Breode said carefully.
 
I chuckled and slapped my thigh.
 
“That’s a very diplomatic way to tell someone they’re full of shit, but I don’t expect you to take my word for it,” I said.  “You’ll probably have to surrender the town to the Blackpaws before I can use the bind point.  Once that’s done, I’m going to take Trenah with me to see Grelda and the dungeon for herself.  She can tell you if I’m telling the truth.  If I’m not, I’ll accept a challenge for possession of the town.”
 
The croc looked over my shoulder at the trolls and gnolls ready to back me up and clenched his teeth.
 
“I surrender New Blightbog to you and the Blackpaw tribe,” he forced out.
 
“Excellent,” I said, clapping my hands together.  “Please show my friends and me to the bind point.  I’ll make this as quick and painless as possible.  I really do want to save all of you from the poor decisions of the past.”
 
Breode’s shoulders slumped as he turned and began leading me through the gates.  I signaled the all-clear, and the trolls descended on the crocs with backslaps and jokes instead of axe-blades and spells. 
 
By the time we reached the town center, the crocs looked bewildered but somewhat less apprehensive.
 
The gnolls hung back around the fringes, unwilling or unable to lay aside generations of hatred in moments.  I suspected they were content that some justice had been exacted by Gill and that the land was already nominally back in their possession.
 
No one bothered to collect Lazran from the ground before the gates, where he gurgled away the last agonizing moments of his life.  Some morose crocs stayed to gather the few who’d died in the skirmish between the Tormian troops and the troll assassins.
 
Trenah pushed her way in beside me under Ceria’s watchful eye.
 
“I wish to thank the gnoll who killed Lazran,” she breathed, her eyes glassy with emotion.  “Where did she go?”
 
“That was my wife, Gill,” I explained with a smile.  “You’ll see her again as soon as we step through the portal.  Unfortunately, I’ll have to bring the entire town through my house to get to the dungeon.  I need to figure out a way to port directly from bind point to bind point.”
 
Trenah eyed me curiously, obviously not understanding a word I said, but she nodded politely and smiled a pretty smile, despite the sharp teeth.  It was getting to the point where regular human teeth would seem odder to me than monster girl grins anyway, so the sight didn’t bother me in the least. 
 
“Is Ceria your wife, too?” Trenah hesitantly asked.
 
“Not yet,” I chuckled.  “I guess you could say we’re engaged.”
 
“I… see,” she said, a slight frown wrinkling the smooth skin of her brow.  “You plan on marrying a lot of girls?”
 
I couldn’t help the laughter that exploded out of me at the completely inappropriate question or the obvious and utterly absurd answer.
 
“I guess I do,” I managed to choke out when I regained some semblance of control over myself.
 
Trenah nodded but didn’t comment further as we’d reached the bind point.
 
Pulling out my light slate, I read the location of the bind point.
 
Unnamed town
 
Blackpaw Lands
 
Smiling, I searched around until I located Jalil hanging out at the edge of the crowd and waved him over.
 
The big gnoll warrior reluctantly wove his way through the crowd of younger crocs to arrive at my side.  Wordlessly, I showed him the light slate.
 
He dropped to one knee and scraped up some dirt from beside the path.  Bringing it to his lips, he kissed it before rising and tossing the handful of soil into the air with a broad grin on his face. 
 
“You did it, Alpha,” he exclaimed before schooling his face back to solemn dignity.
 
“We did it, Jalil.   And we paid for it in blood,” I responded.  “I need you to ensure there are no incidents while I’m gone.  No one else has to die today, gnoll or croc.  I’m probably going to be gone for an hour or two, then I’ll move the crocs to their new home.  I don’t want to come back to a battleground.”
 
“Of course, Alpha,” Jalil said, the corners of his mouth trying to curl up into another grin.  “It will be as you say.”
 
“Good man,” I said, pausing to clasp forearms with him. 
 
“You ready, Trenah?” I asked once Jalil had hustled off to the gnolls.
 
“Yes, my Lord,” she responded. 
 
Several voices in my head erupted into peals of laughter as I covered my eyes.
 
“Just call me Andric, please,” I instructed as I ported us home.
 




Chapter 23 – Quest Complete

I took in a deep breath of the cool, clean air of my home when we materialized, reveling in the instant comfort imparted by my familiar portal room.  My wives and Tic immediately manifested, drawing a panicked squeak from Trenah.  I grinned at the typical reaction of a new person meeting my wives for the first time.
 
Honestly, Trenah looked pretty scary herself.  Her reptilian eyes and a nose that could have come from a particular wizard school franchise were odd enough, though strangely beautiful on her undeniably feminine face.  Though her body was fit and shapely, ridges of tough skin ran down her back, forming a thick, crocodilian tail, which began right above her bubble butt and trailed across the floor a few feet behind her.  Her short, muscular limbs terminated in delicate hands and feet that bore thick, black claws rather than nails. 
 
All in all, I was glad I hadn't met her before I'd had a chance to acclimate to Tournion's wildly varied people, but I mostly just registered her as an attractive young woman. 
 
"It's nice to meet… you all…" Trenah stammered.
 
"Relax, girl," Skryvonna sighed dismissively as she sashayed her way towards me.  "We are not going to hurt you."
 
I understood the reason she hadn't taken the opportunity to scare the new girl even more by appearing in her full drider form, when she embraced me with a tender kiss.  Happy to oblige, I wrapped my arms around my drider wife and let the world dissipate as I gave in to her hungry mouth.
 
"Besides, you're kinda cute," I heard Gretch chime in.
 
Skryvonna pulled away and wrinkled her nose at me.
 
"You stink," she declared, moving aside to give Gill a turn.
 
"You smell like my Alpha," Gill disagreed, plastering her curvy body against my sweat and blood-stained chest, kissing me long and slow.  Just as our breathing was getting heavy, a sinuous, spaded tail wrapped itself around Gill's neck and gently pulled her away from me.
 
"Share," Gretch pouted as we broke apart, both panting slightly.  I could see that Gill wanted to pounce right back on me, but she grinned seductively and allowed herself to be pulled to the side.
 
Gretch practically climbed my body to devour my lips with her own.  Her kiss defined lust and hunger.  My self-control was already worn thin from several celibate nights sleeping beside Ceria's mostly naked form and the kisses I'd already received.  I crushed Gretch to my chest, scooping her up by her plump asscheeks and put up a mighty struggle to win the duel of tongues with her for once.
 
My head was spinning when I vaguely heard Elyria's voice.
 
"I’m so sorry, Sir,” she said from behind me. 
 
Gretch froze as if a bucket of ice had been dumped down her back and slowly disengaged with me, her mischievous grin promising she wasn’t done with me.
 
Turning, I saw Elyria bowing, her white ears and mane of white hair covering her face.  
 
I went to her so fast I unintentionally caused us to collide as I swept the curvy bunny girl into my embrace.  Her breath hitched with the impact as I squeezed her to me and buried my face in her hair, nuzzling a velvety ear.
 
“You did nothing wrong,” I rasped.  “Thank you for saving my life.”
 
“I left you without your claws on a battlefield,” she mumbled, just audible over my own heart hammering in my ears.
 
“Hush,” I growled.  “You saved my life and took the blade meant for my back.”
 
I pushed myself out to arm’s length, gently holding her by the shoulders.
 
“Stand tall now, my warrior bunny queen,” I softly ordered.  “You gave your life for mine.  It doesn’t matter that death isn’t permanent for you.  You are my hero.  Do you understand me?”
 
Her ice-blue eyes finally made an appearance as she peeked up at me through her curtain of pristine white hair.  Her ears slowly perked up until they were standing straight.
 
“I’m glad then,” she said.  After a thoughtful pause, she added, “I still don’t want to die again.  I missed you very much, Sir.  I think I nearly drove Purple crazy.  She ended up giving me some potion to knock me out.  I’m just glad it wore off before you returned.”
 
I smiled, as much from Purple’s solution to Elyria’s worry as from Elyria acknowledging saving my life, and I pulled her back in for a tender kiss.  Her cool blue lips contrasted with the wet heat of her mouth, and I was very nearly gone when something wrapped around my neck and pulled me away.
 
“Share,” Gretch demanded.
 
I began to protest that Gretch had had a turn, but I dissolved into laughter when the saucy little hob-succubus breezed past me without a second glance and fiercely began kissing Elyria.
 
Throwing my hands up in defeat, I gently unwound her spaded tail from my neck and tried to organize my thoughts while ignoring Gretch thoroughly mauling my poor bunny wife.
 
I spied Trenah watching the proceedings with wide eyes, and my brain kick-started back up, apparently getting some blood flow back for cognitive functions.
 
I wanted to take a shower and then take my wives, one at a time, or all at once, but my friends were still in hostile territory.  I had to get shit done and get back.  Seating myself at a terminal, I ordered tubs of various live fish, relieved to find that stocking lakes was a thing and that liter tubs of fry were relatively inexpensive.
 
It took longer than expected, because I had to read each description carefully to find fish that thrived in swampy regions and would cohabitate with one another.  In addition, I also made sure each species tasted good.  Done with that, I picked out two varieties of marsh frogs and  two species of nonvenomous snakes, and I ordered several mating pairs of each as they didn’t come in batches of tadpoles or snake eggs.
 
Finished with my orders, I turned to find my Summons deep in casual conversation with Ceria and Trenah.
 
“Ready to go to the dungeon, ladies?” I asked. 
 
Trenah looked startled when everyone but Ceria vanished, fully equipping me once again.  Ceria just grinned her secretive smile at the small croc woman and nodded at me.
 
“Andric,” Trenah said, pausing me before I could port us to the dungeon.
 
“Yeah?” I prompted when the silence grew. 
 
“I’ll help convince everyone to go where you want us to, but could I stay with you?” she asked quietly.  “I’ve sworn a life debt to you, and I can’t very well pay it if I’m locked away in a dungeon somewhere.”
 
I sighed as Gretch giggled in my mind.  I felt humor radiating from the others.  Even Skryvonna was emitting warm amusement at my exasperated internal reaction to the girl’s request.
 
“Come see the dungeon first,” I finally answered.  “You might still decide you’d like to live there.”
 
Trenah nodded, obviously unconvinced, so with a sigh I just ported us to the Dungeon of Kobold Delight.
 
The goblins and kobolds in the entrance antechamber tossed us a wave as we appeared.
 
“Grelda will be with you shortly,” a breathtakingly beautiful hobgoblin woman whom I’d never noticed before said with a dimpled smile.  Her dimples reminded me to check in on Purple and her experiments as soon as I finished relocating the crocs. 
 
“It’s kind of gloomy in here,” Trenah observed after several moments of silence.
 
“This is just where the adventurers tread,” Grelda’s rough voice preceded her out of the hidden tunnel.  “The living space is lit quite charmingly.”
 
The big croc woman eyed me sternly, though she did crack a tiny smile when she noticed the tubs, jars, and cages around my feet.
 
“Are all my people dead but for this one woman?” she finally asked in a flat voice.
 
“Oh no, Grelda,” Trenah assured her elder before I could speak.  “Andric only killed that toad, Lazran.  Well, his wife did, anyway.  Burl and Rorik were killed when the Tormian soldiers in town attacked, but they were dumb enough to attack the trolls allied with Andric.
 
“Those trolls are tough bastards,” Grelda grudgingly admitted, though I noticed her shoulders sag in relief at Trenah’s words.
 
“Are you not bringing the rest here?” Grelda asked.
 
“I am,” I explained.  “I just brought Trenah over to see you and let everyone else know I’m not lying about their destination.  I’ll be bringing the rest shortly.  I figured you and the dungeon may want time to prepare as well.”
 
“Thank you, Andric,” Grelda said solemnly before perking up again.   “Are those the fish you promised?”
 
“Yep,” I confirmed, nudging a small frog cage with a foot.  “I brought you some frogs and snakes, as well.”
 
Grelda positively beamed at my revelation.  “Do you think you can bring eels next time?” she asked with a dreamy look in her eyes.  “They were abundant in our homeland, but I’ve only had them once… so good.”
 
“Your homeland?” I asked.
 
“Did you think an aquatic people like mine lived on a dusty plain by choice?” she asked derisively.  “Our land was overrun by evil naga.  We conquered the gnolls to have a place to survive.  Our tribe has been trying to take back our ancestral homeland since we arrived, though efforts have been lax in the last couple of decades.  There are just too many snakes to be defeated.”
 
I nodded as I took in this information but resolved not to be drawn into yet another conflict when the one I’d already involved myself in was far from over.  Besides, if the pattern held, the nagas were probably driven out of their homes by shark people who could shoot lasers from their eyes.
 
“Anyway,” she grunted, turning back to Trenah.  “Who’s in charge?”
 
“Breode,” Trenah answered respectfully.
 
“Tell Breode if he doesn’t get all our people here safely, I’ll tan his hide worse than the day I caught him stealing my blackberry tarts.  This place is a wonder.  I’d show you the living space the dungeon has made for us, but I don’t want Andric wasting time here with trolls in the town.”
 
“I will, Grelda,” Trenah replied with a quick curtsy.
 
“Get moving,” Grelda ordered, turning to me. 
 
I gave her a single nod, understanding her urgency and concern for her tribe. 
 
“Ready?” I asked.
 
Ceria and Trenah nodded, so I ported us all back to the former New Blightbog.
 
Breode hadn’t moved since I’d left, and he awaited my return with anxiety written large on his face.  Half of the trolls were sacked out in the town square as the other half stood guard over their resting companions.  The wagons had been brought in and lined the courtyard, the oxen providing a lowing backdrop and a musty smell to the chaotic scene.
 
“It’s all true,” Trenah immediately gushed to Breode.  “Grelda said to get our people there quickly and safely, or she’ll beat you worse than when you tried to steal her pies… or something.”
 
Breode barked a chuckle, and some of the tension eased from his shoulders.
 
Turning to me, he asked, “What will we be allowed to bring?  Also, may we send riders to the smaller villages to collect the rest of the tribe?”
 
I started to put limits on what the people could bring with them but realized their possessions would be the dungeon’s problem, and it would likely appreciate the influx of new items regardless.
 
“Go ahead and send your riders, Breode,” I answered levelly.  “I warn you, though, any acts of hostility will be savagely crushed.  I’m more than ready to be done with this.  Don’t test my resolve.”
 
I waited for him to nod before continuing, “Your people can bring all your worldly possessions.  I’ll send some people through with the wagons and have them cleaned out.  You can fill them, and I’ll send them through with you.  Time is my main concern, though.  You’ve got to load and unload quickly.  Do you understand?”
 
“Yes, Sir.  Thank you, Sir,” he said with a bow.
 
“Everything going well?” Jorgan asked, ambling over.
 
“Yeah,” I replied.  “Would you send some people through with the wagons to unload them while the crocs gather their things and send some riders out to gather the rest of the tribe?  Once everyone is moved, I’ll take you all home.”
 
“Sounds good,” Jorgan said with a smile.  “You may want to send some of my warriors back with the prisoners, though, unless you want them hanging around in your cushy house while we do everything else.”
 
“Good point,” I said, rubbing my eyes.  “Let’s get on that.”
 
I noticed Breode still hadn’t moved and snapped at him, “What are you waiting for, an invitation?  Get fucking moving!”
 
I felt a little bad for my outburst, but the croc got his ass in gear and started shouting orders at the crowd still milling about.
 
Soon after, Jorgan had sent five trolls back to Rathfuerg with the wagon of Tormian thralls and another fifteen to my portal room to unload all the loot from the remaining wagons.  Crocs started arriving with handcarts and makeshift sleds, piled high with household goods, as the town buzzed with activity around me.
 
There was almost a carnival feeling in the air as Trenah went around repeating Grelda’s words about their new home, and the information made its way through the town.  Apparently, they really hadn’t been attached to this rugged land at the edge of the Spine, because several crocs were smiling and laughing as they pulled their possessions into the square.
 
I began porting over groups of people who had their possessions on their own carts and wheelbarrows.  Grelda and a sizable force of goblins and kobolds awaited our arrival and immediately began assisting the families with their goods.  Seeing the smiling faces, I took a happy croc couple back with me to continue spreading the word about their comfortable new home.
 
I’d began to think everything would go smoothly when shouts and the clash of weapons reached my ears from the edge of town.  By the time I arrived at the scene, ten young croc warriors had been slain by the trolls and gnolls in the perimeter guard.  Luckily none of my people were killed, but a gnoll and a troll were seriously injured.
 
“Dumb fucks just charged us,” a gnoll informed me when I asked around.  “Glad that shaman was nearby,” he said, pointing to a nearby troll.  “He bound them up good with vines right as they reached us.  Wasn’t too hard to put them down.”
 
“Good man,” I said, clapping the gnoll on the back before heading off to give Breode an earful about warning his people against violence.
 
After another exhaustion-filled tirade, there were no more incidents, though whether it was my rant or the example made by the rapid deaths of the ten would-be freedom fighters, I didn’t know.
 
Night had fallen by the time a haggard-looking Breode reported that the next group was the last. 
 
I stuck out an arm and clasped wrists with the tired croc. 
 
“Thanks for making this as easy as it could be,” I said, exhaustion slowing my own speech.  “I’m sure I’ll see you again.  The dungeon is a friend of mine.”
 
Breode looked at me curiously, but I just ported the group along with their goods to the dungeon, where they were greeted with food and warm welcomes by the dungeon’s other denizens.
 
Catching Grelda’s eye, I gave her a tired wave and said, “That’s the last of them.”
 
“Thank you for saving so many of my people, Andric,” she responded sincerely.  “I think you are correct in your assumption that we wouldn’t have survived the war any other way.”
 
She held out a hand.  Cupped in her palm was a pair of radiant soul gems.
 
I raised a questioning eyebrow, knowing full well I’d vowed to spare the lives of her people for information, rather than for soul gems.
 
“I was able to acquire these in exchange for the animals and all the items my people brought with them.  I never dreamed you’d allow them to bring their furniture if you actually brought my people at all,” Grelda explained.
 
I suppressed a grumble at the memory of dissuading several people from bringing ‘family heirloom’ beds sized for thirty-foot-long individuals.  I’d had to put limits on the items in the end, but I’d allowed through as much as I could. 
 
“Thanks, Grelda,” I said, plucking the gems from her hand.  “I’ll try to remember those eels next time.”
 
“You do that,” Grelda said with a toothy smile.
 
“Wait for me!” Trenah called, jogging up and wiping sweat from her brow, prompting me to realize she probably wasn’t a reptile. 
 
She’d stayed in the dungeon and assisted with the relocation, but apparently, she hadn’t decided against staying with me.  I’d have preferred she’d start a new life with her tribe, but I didn’t have the energy to dissuade her.  I could always bring her back to the dungeon later, I reasoned.
 
“You take care of Andric,” Grelda said to the younger croc woman, shooting me a wink over her head.  “He’s been very accommodating to my requests so far, and I’d hate for him to perish before he brought us some eels.”
 
“I will, Grelda,” Trenah replied seriously while taking a place on my left, adjacent to Ceria.
 
I gave Grelda a tired wave and ported back to the former croc town.  As I materialized, I realized that it was essentially my town now.  Only the gnolls, former non-croc slaves, and half the trolls remained spread around the town center.
 
My warriors and the trolls didn’t look much spryer than I felt, though many of the gnolls had tired grins plastered on their faces.  I smelled roasting meat and noticed smoke trickling into the night sky from a few nearby buildings.
 
Jalil approached and saluted with a fist to his heart.  I suppressed a smirk at him picking up some troll mannerisms over the last few days. 
 
“Jalil,” I acknowledged.
 
“We’ll stay here and hold the town, if that’s all right,” he said.  “If you could do whatever it is you do to bring the rest of our people home.”
 
“I’ll do that,” I said.  “Just need to get the trolls home and the rest of the rescues to the goblins first.  It’ll have to wait until tomorrow, though.  I’m not trooping the rest of our people through the gremlins' town in the middle of the night.”
 
“Thanks, Alpha,” Jalil replied, surveying the mostly empty town and taking in a deep breath.  “I can’t believe we did it.”
 
“I’m a little surprised, myself,” I agreed with a chuckle.  “Surprised we didn’t have to kill more, anyway.  I’m glad it worked out as it did, though.”
 
“Me too,” Jalil answered solemnly.  “I thought I’d enjoy killing those croc bastards, but I really don’t like killing people, now that I’ve done it.”
 
Trenah shifted uncomfortably at my side at his words but didn’t comment.
 
“If you meet someone who does, they aren’t worth knowing,” I replied just as soberly.  “It’s good to be prepared to kill, but it eats at a person.  I’ve killed more people than I like to think about, and it never gets easy, which I’m thankful for.”
 
Jalil nodded quietly, gazing up at the stars.
 
“You still plan to kill Scott, though?” he asked. 
 
“Yep,” I answered simply.  “Just because it’s a shitty task doesn’t mean I’ll avoid it.  I imagine I’ll have to kill quite a few more people before I get to him, too.  I won’t enjoy it, but it has to be done.”
 
I felt silent support through my bonds as Jalil nodded along.
 
“I’m with you, Alpha,” he declared.  “Anything you need, call on me.”
 
I smacked his solid shoulder in affirmation before moving off to find Jorgan and the twins.  After getting directions, I found Jorgan and his sons had set up a command center in a nearby house.
 
“Have a seat and get some grub!” Fierg called as I entered.
 
I gratefully took a steak and a mug of ale from a nearby table, before flopping down at the table and taking a sizable bite from the steak in my hand as if it were a pastry.  Ceria and Trenah, who’d been silently shadowing me, snatched up slabs of warm meat and tankards as well, moving to the side of the room and whispering together as they ate.
 
“Got everyone settled?” Jorgan asked.
 
“Yep,” I replied after chasing a bite of meat down with a swig of warm ale.  “You ready to go home?”
 
“Past ready,” Jorgan chuckled, rubbing his eyes with the back of a hand.  “I’m getting too old for this sleepless night shit.”
 
 I nodded in agreement, though my current body was just approaching its prime.
 
“We were just talking,” Jorgan continued.  “You’re these people’s Alpha, which I take to mean Chief, correct?”
 
“That’s about right,” I answered, having accepted the role after fighting beside Jalil and the others for the last few days.
 
“Well, you’re also Brandr Clan,” Jorgan pointed out.  “We’re thinking you won’t mind if we move a few families in here in exchange for us training your warriors.  Then when your Paidiskoi are ready, you can take them over to run your pet dungeon.  You don’t have enough warriors left to defend this place, as it is.”
 
“I’d really appreciate that,” I said, having already been trying to figure out how we’d hold the town now that we’d taken it.
 
“Figured you would,” Jorgan said with a grin.  “I think Axerager is going to make an honest woman out of Asmund’s daughter, so I doubt he’ll object to ferrying people back and forth.”
 
It took a few moments for my sleep-deprived mind to process his words, but I shot ale out my nose laughing when they finally did.
 
“Does Axerager know Asmund is Aelffrith’s father?” I asked through sputtering laughter while wiping my stinging nose with my sleeve.
 
“He knows,” Jorgan chuckled.  “Asmund actually likes the little bastard.”
 
“That’s good,” I said, composing myself and tearing off another bite of steak.  It really was too good to be eating like a piece of jerky, but I was starving and hadn’t seen any plates or silverware.
 
“We’ll leave some of the single lads and lasses here and have them get with your man Jalil for housing.  I’ll have Axerager bring over some adventurous families who may want a fresh start away from the reds.”
 
I started to warn him this place was no safer, but he held up a hand to forestall me.
 
“I know there are dangers aplenty here too, boy,” he said kindly.  “Don’t think I won’t warn them, but some will want to come regardless.  A frontier village in a new land will sound like a grand adventure to some.”
 
I nodded in acknowledgment and finished my food.  I realized the steak must have some reinvigorating properties because some of my fatigue drained away as I wiped my greasy hand on my pants leg.
 
“Well, let’s get you home,” I declared, standing.
 
“Sounds good to me,” Jorgan rumbled, standing along with his sons. 
 
I found Jalil and gave him some last-minute orders before leaving, letting him know I’d return in the morning and telling him about the deal with the trolls.  His relieved expression told me he’d been concerned about holding the town, as well.
 
We didn’t linger long over goodbyes, given how tired everyone was.  All but five trolls returned to their homes, bearing their dead and wounded.  I promised to sell off all the loot and deliver the trolls’  share as soon as possible.
 
I’d checked on the former slaves and ensured they were provided the town’s longhouse and a metric ton of bedding.  I doubted Trakka would have thanked me for showing up with the beleaguered people of five different tribes in the early hours of the morning, in any case.
 
Porting home for the last time that night, I smiled as my women gathered about me.
 
“You are definitely taking a shower before you do anything else,” Skryvonna declared. 
 
“Right after I check on Mara and Court,” I agreed, heading down the hallway towards their rooms.
 
“They are fine,” Skryvonna grumped.
 
“Elyria gets him tonight anyway, slut,” Gretch retorted.
 
“You are using that word incorrectly,” Vonna sighed.  “I cannot be a slut because I only want to sleep with one person.”
 
“Oh,” Gretch said thoughtfully.  “What if you only want to sleep with your husband and wives… and future wives?”
 
“You’re our slut,” Gill laughed richly in her wild way.  “Don’t worry, Gretch.  We love you being our slut.”
 
“Hah!” Gretch declared triumphantly.  “You don’t get to be a slut, and I do.”
 
They all giggled as we reached Court's door.
 
“Hush,” Gill admonished, though her laughter had been the loudest.  “We don’t want to wake her.”
 
“I’m already awake,” Court called grumpily through the door.
 
I turned the knob and stepped in, followed by everyone else.
 
Purple sat in a chair by Court’s bedside, a book in her lap.
 
We all gathered around the injured panther woman, offering condolences.
 
“Stop,” Court snapped.  “I don’t want pity.  It’s my own fault I lost the arm.  Purple says I can go back to training in a few days.”
 
I glanced at Purple, who nodded, though she pursed her lips in displeasure.
 
“Court,” I began softly.  “You don’t have to go back to training so soon.  You’re always welcome here.  We aren’t going to abandon you because you got injured.”
 
Court closed her emerald eyes and turned her head away.
 
“Can you just leave for now, please?” she asked, sounding miserable.  “I’m not in any pain, and Purple is taking good care of me.  I don’t want to talk right now.”
 
I reached out and rubbed one of her ears for a moment before letting my hand fall to my side.
 
“We’ll leave,” I agreed quietly.  “We’re here for you, though, Court.  Anything you need, just ask.”
 
She nodded her head but didn’t look away from the wall.  I crooked a finger at Purple on my way out the door, and she followed us out into the hall.
 
“How is she, really?” I asked once we were a safe distance away from Court’s room.
 
“I’m not a healer,” Purple said.  “I’ve given her potions for pain, healing, and fever, but she’s still burning up.  I don’t want to give her anything else, because it may sap too much of her strength.  She needs good food and plenty of water to replace the energy the potions are consuming.  I’m worried about her.”
 
“I think most of the Brandr healers are pretty drained,” I thought aloud.  “Are you planning on staying with her tonight?”
 
“I am,” Purple agreed. 
 
“Well, wake me if she gets any worse,” I instructed. 
 
“I’ll come sit with you in a bit,” Ceria volunteered. 
 
“You get some sleep,” Elyria objected.  “I’ll sit with her.”
 
“We’ll all take turns in pairs,” Gill declared, settling the issue.
 
I nodded, knowing my Summons didn’t have the same sleep requirements as others.
 
“I’ll sit with her for a while longer,” Purple said with a gentle smile, flashing her dimples and tusks in that endearing way of hers.
 
“Thanks, Purple,” I said, putting a hand on her arm.  “We wouldn’t know what to do without you.”
 
Her blush darkened her cheeks to an adorable plum color.  In a rush, she bent slightly and kissed my cheek, her tusks pressing briefly into my face.  Before anyone could say a word, she scampered back into Court’s room and gently closed the door.
 
I expected raunchy comments, but no one cracked a joke as we walked a few doors down to Mara’s room.
 
Peeking in, I saw she was sleeping soundly and quite naked.  She had a cup of water and a food tray within easy reach, so I assumed she was recovering well.  Easing the door shut, I led the way to the shower, explaining that she was asleep but looked good.
 
I didn’t even fight it when my wives began undressing me before we’d even gotten into the bathroom.  My filthy clothing stuck to my skin in places as the women pulled my undershirt and pants from my body.
 
Remembering Trenah was still with us, I glanced up to find she’d already stripped off her filthy, scavenged clothes.  Her short, thick thighs led to a defined torso and a pair of perky breasts capped with nickel-sized nipples so dark they appeared black against her dark-green skin.
 
Seeing my gaze, she modestly covered herself and asked, “Is it not okay for me to take a bath as well?  I can wait.  I thought… I didn’t know...”
 
“It’s fine,” I said, stopping her from retrieving her soiled garments from where she’d dropped them. 
 
“I’ll show her how to use the showers,” Elyria giggled.  “Apparently, I get you all to myself tonight, so I’ll let the rest have you for the shower.”
 
I caught Gretch’s hand before it could dive down my underwear.
 
“Be good,” I admonished.  “You can be bad if it’s just wives in the shower, but only then.”
 
“I was just going to remove your small clothes,” the lusty hob-succubus blatantly lied with a throaty chuckle.
 
“They need to be thrown away, anyway,” Tic said, slitting the garment neatly down the side with one of her tiny claws.
 
I sighed as Gill giggled and helped finish removing them.  I may have been slightly more self-conscious, but after two days and nights of fighting and stress, I couldn’t be bothered to give a shit.  The only woman in the room who hadn’t seen me naked was Trenah, and she was absorbed in the wonders of a hot shower as an enthusiastic Elyria roughly scrubbed her back ridges with a cloth.
 
“I’ve got the water right,” Ceria announced from where she’d been adjusting several faucets to point in one general direction.  The press of soft bodies maneuvered me into the decadent spray, and soapy rags appeared in hands as my wives began scrubbing me from every angle.
 
My eyes rolled up into my head at the pleasure of the torrential hot water accompanied by a host of willing hands on my body.  Gill’s large breasts pressed pleasantly into my back as she moved behind me and coaxed me to lean against her for support.
 
Soft, slick hands ran over my torso as the stress of the day bled down the drain with the dirty water.  I didn’t even open my eyes when someone began delicately washing my cock, though I hoped it was one of my wives.  When the soapy hands on my junk persisted long enough that I began to get hard, I cracked an eye.
 
Gretch had positioned Ceria across from me and was ‘cleaning’ her small breasts from behind while Skryvonna knelt before me, apparently lost in her task.  I openly admired the kobold, watching the soapy suds fall from her breasts and trail down the slightly raised red scales that painted her body with intricate swirling patterns.  When my eyes found the end of the design in her pelvic v, just above her pubis, I dropped my gaze down to the impossibly perfect scorpion woman who was now gently stroking my straining manhood, her glossy black eyes looking up at me.
 
“I think he’s ready,” Gill murmured from where she was watching over my shoulder, still supporting my weight against her delicious chest.
 
“I think so,” Vonna agreed, leaning forward to place a chaste kiss on my member. 
 
Ceria shook herself like a wet dog, her glazed eyes coming into focus.
 
“I’ll go get some towels,” the kobold said, lurching off to the full towel racks against one wall.
 
Gretch leaned over the still kneeling Skryvonna to kiss my chest.
 
“Don’t make her wait too much longer,” Gretch whispered.  “She’s earned her place.”
 
I nodded dumbly, realizing it was probably unnecessarily cruel to make Ceria wait any longer when everyone seemed to have decided she was welcome to the family regardless. 
 
“Not tonight, though,” Gill murmured.  “We all agreed that Elyria gets you to herself as a reward.”
I glanced around for the lepun woman at her name but didn’t see her.
 
“She went to show Trenah to a room and find her some clothes,” Skryvonna said. 
 
“She’ll be waiting for you in your bed,” Gretch added, shutting off the showerheads.
 
Ceria arrived with the towels, and I spent several pleasant minutes drying and being dried before wrapping one around my waist and heading off to bed feeling reinvigorated by the decadent shower.  My twenty-year-old body was also pumping hormones into my blood at a rate that could shame Niagara Falls.
 
Elyria greeted me, wearing a warm smile and nothing else when I opened the door to my bedroom.  She lay sprawled atop the dark bedspread.  Her pale body created a delicious contrast against the dark covers, her arms and legs open enough to display all her pale beauty.
 
“How may I serve you, Sir?” she asked with a nervous giggle.
 
“You may not serve me at all,” I answered, my own voice going thick.  Elyria’s smile began to falter as I continued.  “Tonight, I’m serving you.”
 
Her smile returned at double the intensity as I absently tossed my towel aside on the way to the bed.  Her long muscular arms and legs welcomed me and wrapped me up as I sank down atop her and gently kissed her cool lips.
 
Not in any hurry, I slowly made out with my beautiful warrior bunny as my hands roamed her firm body beneath me.  When both our breaths began coming in gasps, I trailed kisses down her neck.
 
She let out a little squeal of delight as I found a particularly sensitive spot in the hollow of her collarbone.
 
“Don’t tease me,” she panted. 
 
“Oh, you’re getting teased,” I rasped, moving down to trap one of her blue nipples between my lips and flicking it rapidly with my tongue.
 
“That feels nice,” she purred as she slowly ground her hips into my stomach. 
 
I lavished attention on her sensitive nipples until they were as hard as blue diamonds before kissing my way down her toned stomach.
 
“You don’t have to,” she said in a near whisper.
 
I chuckled as I skipped the tidy little patch of white hair above her pussy and moved my mouth to her inner thigh.
 
“Who said I was going to?” I teased, pressing my tongue hard into the indention beside her swollen blue lips, finding another erogenous zone.
 
“Oh gods, why does that feel so good?” She squeaked.
 
I kissed and nibbled all the way down to the fur that began just below her knee.  Then I switched legs, starting at the other knee and working my way slowly back up. 
 
By the time I reached apex again, she was panting with anticipation, her hips giving involuntary little twitches as I neared her mound again.
 
Out of patience myself, I slowly licked her wet slit from bottom to top before lowering my mouth to cover the top of her dripping pussy and working my tongue around her swollen clit.
 
“Oh, fucking Gods!” she moaned loudly, her hands seizing my head and holding it in place as she bucked against my tongue. 
 
Grinning to myself, I inserted a finger and crooked it up as I began working her pearl in earnest with my tongue.
 
“Yes, yes!  Please don’t stop, Sir,” she cried as she ground herself against my outstretched tongue.
 
Grinning to myself as she lost control, I worked my finger against her g-spot as best I could with the awkward position my hand was in as she cried out in her first orgasm of the night a few minutes later.
 
“Soooo Goood!” she wailed, her hips franticly pumping until she seized up and began to tremble. 
 
I worked my tongue to the rhythm she’d established as her thighs clamped tightly around my head.  Part of me wished I’d equipped Gretch and Gill for the strength and agility it provided my tongue, but it would have to be a surprise for another time.
 
“Too much, too much,” she panted when her orgasm had stretched over a full minute.  She put a palm against my forehead and shakily pushed me away.
 
I slithered up her body and kissed her, smearing us both with her juices.
 
“Are you ready?” I murmured.
 
“Yes, fucking hurry,” she whimpered.  “I want you in me.”
 
I reached between us and slid the tip of myself inside, reveling in the unique feel of her cool outer skin giving way to the molten velvet within.
 
“Yesss,” Elyria hissed as I slowly hilted myself inside of her.  Her icy blue eyes flicked open and found mine once I was completely engulfed.
 
“Make love to me, husband,” she whined.
 
“I do love you,” I replied, beginning to slowly stroke as I stared into the enchanting azure eyes looking out from the blue-freckled perfection of her face.
 
“Show me,” she breathed.
 
“Of course,” I agreed, my voice tight with focus as I kept the pace firm yet slow.  I no longer cared about the perfection of her tight body at that moment, but only about showing this amazing woman that I loved her without words. 
 
Our lovemaking was tender and prolonged as we both fought the urge to ravish the other and maintained a gentle pace, more about sharing emotions than pure physical pleasure.
 
Nearly an hour later, her tight tunnel seized with the most powerful orgasm I’d ever felt.  The insistent rippling of her inner muscles, along with the sight of her coming completely undone, dragged me over my own precipice before I even knew it was coming.
 
The force of my own orgasm hit me like a brick to the head, my vision going blurry as I fought to keep thrusting at the same pace for the sake of Elyria’s ongoing orgasm.
 
The moment of bliss stretched out impossibly long, our perception of time warped by the intense pleasure and emotion of the moment.
 
My sense of time and place remained distorted for long minutes after.  Realizing I was probably crushing her under my weight, I shifted to my back and rolled the limp bunny girl against my side in the same motion. 
 
“That was nice,” she murmured through a drunken grin before snuggling her head onto my shoulder. 
 
“It was,” I agreed, stroking one of her long ears with my fingers, drawing a sleepy hum of contentment.  Though I wanted to stay awake a bit longer just to admire her sleeping face, I don’t know which one of us fell asleep first.
 




Chapter 24 – Win Some, Lose Some

I was dragged from pleasant dreams by an even more pleasant reality.  A quiet slurping sound convinced me I was indeed awake and not just having a particularly lurid lucid dream.
 
Cracking my eyes open, I was treated to the sight of Gretch’s backswept white horns bobbing in my lap as she performed fellatio with a grace no Earthly human could hope to match.  The exquisite sensation of sinking smoothly down her throat tore a groan of appreciation from me.
 
“I thought you were awake when I felt that surge of lust,” Gretch expressed, her violet eyes sparkling up at me as I popped from her lips.
 
I glanced around the bedroom and saw that we were alone.
 
“Gill said to wake you up,” she explained while licking my tip like a lollipop.  “Tic says my power comes from the sexual energy of my partners, so…I figured I’d get a recharge while I woke you up.  Your energy is delicious, Chief.”
 
She paused to plunge me down her throat without the slightest indication of discomfort.
 
Popping my shaft out of her mouth again, she gave the tip another swirling lick with her long tongue and added, “This doesn’t taste too bad either.”
 
“I’m not going to interrupt your breakfast if you’re hungry,” I laughed, propping myself up on my elbows to get a better view.
 
“You have no idea,” Gretch growled before swallowing me entirely again. 
 
I watched in fascination as her throat bulged to accommodate my girth.  Before long, my amazing hob-succubus wife was rhythmically impaling her throat with my rigid length.  She swallowed and swirled her long tongue with each stroke, causing sensations I’d never even imagined possible.
 
“I’m cumming,” I warned.
 
Gretch just grunted happily and picked up the pace.
 
Moments later, she paused with my shaft fully engulfed as I shot directly down her throat while gripping her horns and roughly thrusting against her face.  The worry that came with the onset of post-nut clarity was allayed by the happy sparkle in her eyes.
 
Pulling off me with a wet smack, she declared, “Gods, that was good!”
 
“Glad you enjoyed it,” I thanked her, not really understanding how it could have been pleasant for her.
 
Rolling on her back and rubbing her hands up and down her leather-clad body, Gretch cooed, “So much energy at the end…”
 
“Ah,” I said, faintly understanding.  “Thank you for the amazing wakeup, sweetie.”
 
“Any time,” Gretch purred, her eyes locked onto my still half-erect cock.
 
“You can have more later,” I laughed, standing and searching for clothes.  “I need to get moving.”
 
“Fiiine,” she grumbled, springing from the bed and tossing me clothes from a nearby chest of drawers.
 
Smiling, I considered giving in to her request as I admired her body while getting dressed.  There were still a lot of displaced people to move in the overworld, though.  I probably shouldn’t have taken the time I’d already spent, but some things just demanded attention, and Gretch’s urges definitely qualified as one of those things.  Besides, I still wasn’t clear on how much sexual energy she needed to stay healthy, but I wasn’t going to make her suffer by refusing a pleasant morning blow job.
 
“She won’t suffer by not getting energy, but her power will be depleted,” Tic thought, causing me to jump. 
 
“Sorry, boss,” she replied to my startled thoughts.  “I didn’t feel like a shower, so I just stayed equipped.  Hope you don’t mind.”
 
“It’s… fine,” I assured her, though I felt like my privacy was vaguely tread upon. 
 
“I also wanted to try soothing your dreams,” Tic admitted.  “How did you sleep?”
 
“Really well,” I admitted while pulling on a fresh shirt.  “Was that you?”
 
“I don’t know for sure,” Tic replied.  “I think so, though.”
 
“Well, thanks,” I thought as I linked arms with Gretch and led her to the great room.
 
“You’re welcome,” Tic replied.  “I’ll keep trying to soothe your nightmares.  You really don’t get enough sleep.”
 
“Tell me about it,” I grumbled, more than familiar with night terrors keeping me awake at night and ruining my sleep schedule.  The dreams had begun to subside before coming here, but witnessing so much violence had obviously reawakened them.  I’d be forever grateful if Tic could keep them at bay.
 
“You almost have ten soul gems,” Tic pointed out.  “I swear to work on your dreams every night of your life if you keep your promise and evolve me.”
 
“I’d have kept that promise regardless,” I grumbled.  “No need to bribe me.”
 
“It’s not a bribe,” Tic responded, sounding hurt.  “It’s a promise.”
 
The conversation was interrupted by my entry into the busy great room. 
 
Bo’urk, Trenah, Purple, Arentha, and Mara sat around the breakfast table, eating.  Trenah jumped up and bowed when she saw me, causing the others to look over at us. 
 
Purple snorted a laugh and said, “Sit down.  He doesn’t want anyone bowing to him.”
 
“Morning, Boss-man strong Andric,” Bo’urk piped up in his high voice with a wave.
 
“You’ve got to see what we’ve been working on, Andric,” Arentha added with a wave of her own. 
 
“After breakfast and weapon maintenance,” I replied with a smile, suddenly even more appreciative of Gretch’s wakeup.  It would be a lot easier to get through maintenance with a clear head. 
 
“Yay!” Elyria exclaimed as she came through the kitchen door bearing platters of scrambled eggs, ham, and bread.
 
“You’re first,” I told the beaming lepun.  “Go get the others when you get a chance.”
 
“Of course, Sir,” she agreed while placing a plate before me and piling it with breakfast.
 
“No need,” Gill said from the hallway.
 
I smiled and chewed as my wives trooped into the room and took seats on various couches.  I assumed they’d been training from their armor and the sweat on every brow.
 
“Good morning,” I called to everyone, receiving a chorus of similar greetings.
 
“Are we going to check on Firemont today?” Mara asked, drawing my attention back to the table.
 
Noticing crutches leaning against the table beside her, I replied, “I’ll check on them.  You’re staying here and staying off that leg.”
 
“Okay,” she acquiesced, sounding a bit like a petulant teen.  I was disappointed to see her wearing clothes and assumed the enchantment on her woad had been broken in the fight.
 
After breaking my fast, I sat in the ‘cleaning chair’ and pulled out all the maintenance gear.  Elyria appeared and set a shallow tub and bucket of water in front of me before vanishing into my head.
 
The next hour was pleasant and arousing as I lost myself in the task of cleaning and buffing all my beautiful gear.  Skryvonna didn’t even muffle her moans of delight as I thoroughly scrubbed and polished. 
 
By the time I got to Tic, I was surrounded by flushed and horny wives.  I spent extra time polishing the intricate necklace.  It wasn’t until I began running the chain through an oiled cloth that Tic let out an involuntary mental moan. 
 
Seeing my smirk, Skryvonna accused, “You do that on purpose.”
 
“Of course, I do, Vonna,” I replied without an ounce of shame.  “Why wouldn’t I?”
 
Skryvonna blushed faintly and looked away, though she rubbed her thighs together.  Smirking at her lack of a ready reply, I turned my attention back to the chain in my hands.
 
“You need to check your quests and spend rewards before going back out,” Skryvonna suggested, changing the subject.
 
“You’re right,” I acknowledged.
 
“Not going to come up with an excuse to disagree?” Skryvonna asked, feigning shock.
 
“I never disagree with you when you’re right,” I shot back, earning a chuckle from Gill. 
 
“I am always right,” Skryvonna muttered through a small smile.
 
“Of course, you are, dear,” I agreed sarcastically, though she really was right most of the time.
 
“You need to get Trenah some stuff,” Gretch reminded me.  “Arentha, too, if she’s not going home soon.”
 
I shot a glance at the gremlin, who was deep in conversation with Bo’urk at the table, saying, “She’s definitely visiting her mother today.  If for no other reason than to prove I’m not mistreating her and help with the idiots guarding the bind point.  I don’t want to get on Trakka’s bad side.”
 
I finished buffing oil into Tic’s necklace, drawing a few more muffled cries from the imp. 
 
“All done,” I declared.
 
Tic popped into existence with her customary pirouette. 
 
“Gods, how can you stand it?” she asked the others.  “It’s like he’s massaging my soul… and not in a chaste way, either.”
 
“It’s great, isn’t it?” Gretch agreed enthusiastically.
 
Ignoring the byplay, I stood and moved to the portal room, sitting at my customary console. 
 
Most of the women followed me in, so I asked Gretch to help Trenah pick out clothes and weapons as I pulled up my quest tab.
 
Quest: Tribal Politics, Part 2
 
The Firetail Kitsune Tribe is under a Tormian siege.
 
The Firetail Chief has tasked you with contacting allied tribes and bringing them to her aid.
 
Bonus: You will receive bonus rewards based on how many tribes come to aid.
 
Update: You have contacted the Longstrider Gremlin Tribe.
 
You have convinced the Longstrider Gremlin Tribe to aid the Firetail Tribe.
 
The Longstrider Gremlin Tribe has enlisted the aid of other tribes and clans.
 
Bonus Quest: Breaker of Chains
 
The Firetail Kitsune Chief mentioned that she wanted to know the location of either the slave route or slave camp maintained by the Tormian empire.
 
Find the slaves’ camp or the slavers’ route and report to the Firetail Tribal Chief
 
Bonus: Free or retake tribal slaves.
 
Quest Complete.
 
You have found and eliminated a group of Tormian slavers.
 
You have freed twenty-seven slaves.
 
Quest Rewards:
 
5 soul gems
 
10,000 experience points
 
Bonus Reward:
 
27 Gold Rounds
 
Quest: A new Alpha
 
A former Blackpaw Matriarch suggested that you and Gill remake her old tribe, since she is an Alpha.
 
The first step in rebuilding the tribe is securing a place to live. 
 
Destroy, buy off, or drive out the Crocodilians that have usurped Blackpaw lands.
 
Quest Complete:
 
You have reclaimed Blackpaw Tribal Lands.
 
Bonus Rewards unlocked:
 
You have successfully relocated the Crocodilians living in Blackpaw lands with minimal loss of life.  The buildings and infrastructure of the Blackpaw Tribal lands remain intact.
 
Quest Rewards:
 
You have reached Revered reputation with the Blackpaw Gnoll Tribe.
 
You have become the undisputed Alpha of the Blackpaw Gnoll Tribe.
 
Members of the Blackpaw Gnoll Tribe will fight to the death to defend you.
 
15,000 experience points
 
Bonus Reward:
 
5 soul gems
 
I was a bit unhappy the ‘Tribal Politics’ quest hadn’t been completed but extremely satisfied when I reviewed the rewards of the other two quests.  I couldn’t help but think of Ceria when I realized how many soul gems were now in my possession.
 
Feeling a bit guilty, I glanced around and saw Tic happily floating above Gretch’s head as my hob-succubus assisted Trenah in picking out gear.  Happy the imp hadn’t snuck back into my mind; I returned my focus to the new quests that had appeared.
 
Quest: 4x, Part 1
 
You are the new ruler of your very own city-state, composed of one town and three small villages.
 
Secure your borders.
 
Increase your population.
 
Find trade partners.
 
Destroy your enemies.
 
Increase the prosperity of your people.
 
Bonus:  Conquer or otherwise absorb neighboring city-states.
Quest: War, Bloody War
 
You have joined the loosely allied tribes of the Spine in a war against the Tormian Empire.  Find a way to assist the tribes in winning the war.  The more significant your personal contribution, the greater your rewards.  If Torm wins the war, you will fail this quest. 
 
Update:  Freeing Tormian slaves and returning them to their tribes has resulted in the Ocelot-kin Tribe, the Sharpeyes, joining the war against the Tormian empire.
 
Skryvonna, who was reading over my shoulder with Gill as always, murmured, “Well, that is some good news.”
 
“Agreed,” I said while scrolling through reams of combat text to find my currency totals. 
 
Total Experience Points:  55,673
 
Soul Gems: 20
 
“That solves a host of problems,” I murmured at the total.
 
“Indeed,” Gill affirmed, massaging my shoulders.  “Are you going to upgrade Tic?”
 
“Yeah,” I replied.  “I did promise.  I’m still not sure about her.”
 
“I have kept an eye on her as you asked,” Skryvonna said.  “She seems to be devoted to you.  She always suggests what she believes you would want, in private discussions.”
 
“What about turning Gretch to worship her Goddess?” I asked.
 
 “She is a priestess,” Skryvonna replied with a shrug.  “It would be odd if she did not try to convert people to her Goddess.”
 
“Good point,” I allowed, with a chuckle at my own suspicions.
 
“Tic,” I called across the room while standing.
 
“Yea, boss?” she asked, zipping over.
 
“Equip up, please.”
 
Tic’s eyes shone with excitement before she vanished with an extra elaborate pirouette.
 
“Are you doing what I think you’re doing?” She asked.
 
In response, I keyed in the commands on the light slate to spend ten soul gems to advance her tier to blue.
 
“Yessssss,” Tic hissed, her mental squeal equal parts pleasure and excitement as the change took effect.
 
 Before anyone could ask any questions, Tic reappeared, still floating off the ground but now nearly six feet tall.  Her batlike wings still flapped lazily behind her, though she was obviously being held aloft by magic.  Her red skin had changed to a vivid pink hue, and her eyes now blazed orange. 
 
“So good,” she exuded in a rich, throaty voice as she ran her hands over her new body.  Then she ran another set of hands over her body, causing me to blink in shock.  Does she have…
 
Following the second pair of hands up to her shoulders, I realized she had two sets of arms.  Her shoulders were set atop each other in a way which hurt my eyes to look at but didn’t detract from the breathtaking beauty of her flawless pink body. 
 
“So much power,” she cooed, reaching for me with one set of arms while the other still suggestively fondled her own torso.
 
“What are you?” I asked, taking a step back.
 
“I’m Tic,” she chuckled, folding one set of arms under her breasts while the others still extended to me. 
 
“I’m aware,” I answered dryly.  “And still as beautiful as ever,” I added, not wanting to give her the impression I didn’t like her new form. 
 
“I’m glad you think so,” she purred, her lips curling up into a predatory grin.
 
Though I hadn’t held any belittling thoughts about Tic’s previous tiny body, her new body was causing my brain to do mental gymnastics attempting to reconcile the demonic version of Kali as the cute little imp.
 
“I won't bite you…unless you ask nicely,” she assured me in that intoxicating new voice, rich with dark promises.
 
“Good to know,” I chuckled as I pulled up her new stats.
Name: Ticcandrus Bailfrith
 
Level: 6 (2400 exp until next level)                   Add exp
 
Race: Straggoth Chronomancer
 
Gender: Female
 
Age: 643
 
Strength: 5
 
Agility: 7
 
Endurance: 5
 
Aptitude: 13
 
Intelligence: 15
 
Wisdom: 10
 
Durability: 6
 
Resistance: 7
 
Luck: 3
 
Accessory: Balefire Opal Pendant of Conjuring
 
Category: Rare
 
Damage Type: Blunt, Abyssal
 
Effect: +5 to Intelligence
 
  +5 to Aptitude
 
Spell:  Azrael’s Bola, Infernal Step
 
Azrael’s Bola:  Wearer learns the conjuration spell: Azrael’s Bola. 

 
The wearer can consume mana to launch a balefire bola from their hand.  Beyond twenty feet, the bola will ensnare the target and cause damage based on where the bola’s ends impact.  Inside twenty feet, the bola will impact the target, causing more significant damage but not ensnaring. 

 
Infernal Step:  Wearer learns the chronomancy spell: Infernal Step.

 
The wearer can consume mana to enter a pocket of the Infernal Plane that is frozen in time.  The wearer is free from any external effects upon entering the Infernal pocket.  The wearer may move up to 10 meters in any direction before exiting the Infernal pocket.  No time will have elapsed when the wearer exits the Abyssal pocket.

My eyes bulged at the new spell before I flicked my gaze back to Tic, who’d floated closer to me.
 
“This is incredible,” I said softly, though I was a bit apprehensive about stepping into the Infernal Plane for any reason.
 
“I am, aren’t I,” Tic agreed with a playful grin.  “I’m glad you finally noticed.”
 
I tried not to appreciate her toned, pink body, but it was impossible not to look.  She still wore her strappy succubus garb, and her body was perfectly proportioned.  Long, smooth arms and legs with impossibly firm-looking breasts on the smaller side of medium but perfectly proportioned to her sleek body. 
 
She giggled warmly at my attention and performed a slow aerial spin, cocking a hip to showcase her athletic pink ass.  Not pink like a Caucasian human, but pink, pink.  Pink looks great when framed by a black leather thong. 
 
“Ready to bind me now?” she asked seductively.
 
I cleared my throat and rubbed my eyes before responding. 
 
“Ceria first.  I keep my promises, remember?”
 
Tic chewed her full lower lip, her orange eyes boring into me.  After a moment, she smiled and nodded.
 
“If I can’t convince you to let me skip the line, I’ll wait,” she said with a slow smile.  “Don’t make me wait too long, though.”
 
She did her typical pre-equip pirouette, though much slower and more sensually than usual, before disappearing back into my mind.
 
Blowing out a deep breath, I shook off the encounter and noticed most of the others in the room doing the same.
 
Ceria, who I hadn’t noticed enter, strutted up to me, a proud smile on her lips.
 
“Thank you for that,” she said, her tail wrapping around my calf.  “I wouldn’t have blamed you if you’d taken her up on her offer, though.  I wanted to throw her to the floor, myself.”
 
Gretch joined us, throwing an arm around each of us before asking, “Does that mean you have enough soul gems to bind our poor, wanton, little lizard?”
 
Ceria grinned and mimed a bite in Gretch’s direction.
 
“More than enough,” I answered, kissing Gretch and then Ceria.
 
“How would you like this to be your wedding night?” I asked the beaming kobold.
 
“I would love that,” she said, drawing me into an embrace and kissing me fiercely.
 
Applause broke out.  I looked up to see a smiling Elyria clapping while the rest of my wives looked on with approval. 
 
“Okay, we’ve got work to do,” I declared, gently disengaging myself from Ceria and kissing the rest of my wives in turn.
 
“Everyone ready to bring our people home?” I asked with a laugh.
 
“Wait,” Gretch said.  “Buy Trenah’s gear first.”
 
“Right,” I agreed, stepping over and tapping the buy button, causing a pile of clothes and a sword to appear on the receiving dais.”
 
“Do you want to level us up before leaving?” Skryvonna asked.
 
“I want to consider where best to spend the experience points,” I replied.  I promise we’ll all talk about it and spend them tonight.  I’m going to need to upgrade a few things in the nexus, as well.  We have Oxen living with Starfire at the moment…and this,” I said, pointing at the cluttered portal room. 
 
Between the empty slaver wagons and the piles of loot, it looked more like a medieval warehouse than my portal room.
 
“That is fair, but do not wait too long,” Skryvonna admonished.  “You never know what you are going to have to face each time you leave the nexus.”
 
“Hopefully, I don’t have to face anything but grateful people today,” I answered with a smile. 
 
Seeing Trenah reenter the room, now dressed in leathers similar to what Court usually wore, I asked everyone to equip.
 
Seeing Mara and Purple watching from the doorway, I said, “You two take good care of Court.  I’ll see about buying her a potion when I return.”
 
“We will,” Purple agreed with a wide smile. 
 
“Arentha, you’re coming to see your mother,” I declared, catching the saucy little gremlin as she tried to sneak out the room.
 
“But, I’m working on something with Bo’urk,” she protested. 
 
“Bo’urk can manage without you for a few hours,” I laughed.  “I don’t want your mother to think I kidnapped you.”
 
“Like she’d care,” Arentha murmured under her breath, but I caught it anyway. 
 
Trenah stepped forward as if she intended to come with us, and I raised a curious eyebrow at her.
 
“I, um, thought I’d come as your guard, or servant… or something…” the young croc woman stuttered.
 
“Trenah, I need you here to look after Court and Mara,” I said.  “Purple has other jobs, and I really want someone here that can help them.  Would you mind staying?”
 
“Oh, of course,” Trenah said, hiding her disappointment behind a smile.
 
“Thanks,” I said with a smile of my own.  “Remind me to ask about your abilities and such when I return, and we’ll figure out a role for you.”
 
“I will,” Trenah affirmed with a curtsy.
 
“And stop that,” I said with a chuckle and a wave as I keyed in my unnamed town in Blackpaw territory.
 
I ported Ceria and Arentha along with me and was happy to see gnolls moving around the square, clearing the debris from the previous night.  After a short search, I found Jalil and exchanged a wrist clasp with the excited gnoll. 
 
“We’re getting everything ready for our people to move in, Alpha,” he informed me through a wide smile.
 
“Good man,” I replied.  “I just need to grab the rescued people and take them to Strider’s Peak.  I’ll bring the rest of the pack back with me.”
 
“I wish I could see their faces when you tell them we have our land back,” he laughed.
 
“Put someone in charge here, and come with me,” I agreed, figuring the remainder of the pack was more likely to believe him than me. 
 
“I will,” he said, running off before I could get in another word.
 
Chuckling and shaking my head, I headed to the longhouse where the formerly enslaved people had slept.  Ceria opened the door for me as I approached.
 
The people inside were smiling and chatting over a breakfast of oatmeal.   The conversation died down as they noticed me walking into the building.
 
“I’m going to take you all to Strider’s Peak,” I informed them.  “Chief Trakka will assist anyone who needs help getting home from there.”
 
Chatter and questions broke out at my statement, but I didn’t have the answers they wanted, so I spoke over them.
 
“Meet me at the bind point in ten minutes.  I’m sure you’re all eager to get home.  The faster we do this, the faster that happens.”
 
The chatter died down, but the smiles remained in place as I strode out the door and propped myself up on a low wall near the bind point to wait.
 
“They need to hurry,” Ceria grumbled after a few moments.  “I want tonight to get here already.”
 
“You and me both,” I agreed.
 
Gretch popped out, surprising us both.
 
“Ceria,” she said with a little bow.  “It’s your wedding night, and you can have him alone if you wish.  I wondered if you would object to including me as well, though?”
 
“Of course not,” Ceria said, her tail wrapping around Gretch’s ankle.  “I’m marrying you as well, am I not?”
 
Gretch let out a little squeal of excitement and bounced over to Ceria, kissing her firmly on the lips as their tails entwined.  I didn’t know if the lust I felt was caused by Gretch letting a little power slip or the intensely sensual scene the two made as they entwined. 
 
Gretch vanished without warning, leaving Ceria standing in a very awkward position, her forked tongue extended. 
 
I chuckled, remembering her doing that to me more than once. 
 
Extending an arm, I folded Ceria into my side as a consolation for laughing at her. 
 
“If it makes you feel any better, she’s a storm of lust and happiness in there,” I murmured into Ceria’s long ear.
 
“It does,” she said with a little giggle.  “I’m very much looking forward to this.”
 
I gave her shoulders a squeeze as the freed people began to arrive.  A few minutes later, I was glad I’d brought Arentha along as she shouted down the trigger-happy guards around the Strider’s Peak bind point.  I really couldn’t blame them for being startled when over twenty people of varied races showed up in the middle of their town.
 
“I’ll go gather up our people, Alpha,” Jalil declared. 
 
I gave him a nod, and he took off like a shot. 
 
Arentha organized a few guards to act as escorts, and we were soon tracking through the congested streets of Strider’s Peak.  The guards were shouting and pushing people out of our path ahead of us. 
 
Chief Trakka was waiting for me on the steps on the gremlin Town Hall with a smile on her face. 
 
“Good job!” she declared, her gaze roving over the varied people with me.  “I take it you freed all these people from Tormian slavers, even though you said you were too busy to do that.”
 
“I did, indeed,” I chuckled.  “I’m hoping you can help get them all home.”
 
“Oh, yes!” Trakka declared, playing it up for the crowd.  “You poor, poor people!  The gall of the Tormians to snatch up innocent people and send them in chains back to their capital.  The gremlins of the Longstrider Tribe will assist you in returning home with all due haste.”
 
  I smothered a grin at her obvious political theatre.
 
“Hello, mother,” Arentha's morose voice piped up, causing Chief Trakka to do a double-take.
 
“My daughter!” she exclaimed through a genuine smile.   “Thank you for coming to see your poor mother.  I’ve been worried about you.”
 
“Sure, you were, mom,” Arentha said sarcastically, though she did mount the steps and hugged her mother’s neck.
 
“Andric took me from a very interesting project with an even more interesting man to come see you,” Arentha chided.  “I’m alive and well.  Andric is a gracious host.”
 
Chief Trakka patted her daughter on the head as if she were a toddler and beamed at her.
 
“That’s nice, dear.   I’ve got to go get these poor people settled in,” Chief Trakka said, wandering off and assigning guards to show the freed slaves to temporary quarters while she arranged transportation back to their homes.
 
Arentha turned to me with a crooked smile as we were both left forgotten on the steps.
 
“Thanks for making me come see my mom, Andric,” Arentha said bemusedly.  “She’s apparently very busy, but I’m glad I got to speak with her.”
 
“She is running a war,” I agreed as we walked back to the bind point.
 
Jalil met us there at the head of fifty adult gnolls and around twenty children.  He saluted me in the troll fashion, with a fist to the chest.  I saluted him back, and all the gnolls behind the beaming man copied my salute as one.
 
Feeling uncomfortable with the crowd of civilians saluting me in a foreign city, I shouted, “Let’s go home!”
 
The gnolls cheered at my words.  Several older gnolls had tears tracking down their cheeks as I rounded everyone up and teleported them to their ancestral homeland.
 
Cries of happiness and disbelief rang out as the tribe arrived.  Gnolls streamed from nearby buildings to reunite with loved ones.  Soon enough, wails of anguish rang out as parents learned of the deaths of children. 
 
I searched the crowd for Aein’s family, wanting to personally inform them of his heroic death.  I found Amarra searching the gnolls streaming into the square with a frown on her face.
 
“I’m so sorry, Amarra,” I said, taking the old woman’s hand.  “Aein died taking back the land.”
 
Her frail face crumpled, and Gill appeared, wrapping the older woman in a firm embrace as she began to wail into my wife’s shoulder. 
 
“He died a hero,” I continued.  “His brave actions directly led to our victory over the Tormians, who had become the real occupiers of this land.”
 
The old woman continued to sob and clutch at Gill, though she nodded at my words.  I knew my words brought no comfort now, but I hoped they would one day salve the wound left by Aein’s passing.  
 
Gill drew back and whispered into Amarra’s ear.  The only words I caught were, “Be strong now.”
 
The matronly woman composed herself and nodded, embracing Gill one more time before moving off to comfort another grieving family. 
 
Gill vanished into my head, and I felt a blanket of melancholy covering the bright joy she’d experienced since we’d retaken her homeland.
 
“Thank you for your words, husband,” she thought.  “Aein will be a hero to the people for as long as the tribe remains.”
 
The crowd broke up as Jalil organized people into teams and began finding housing for each family.
 
“Oh, Alpha,” he exclaimed as I approached.  “I’ve set aside the Chief’s house for you.”
 
“You take it, Jalil,” I said with a smile.  “I’ll mostly sleep in my nexus.”
 
He opened his mouth to argue, but I held a hand up to stall him.
 
“My wives can’t join me in any home here in the overworld,” I explained.
 
He nodded sadly, conceding the point. 
 
“You’re in charge when I’m not here,” I said, slapping his shoulder.  “You did really well during the campaign.  I trust you.”
 
“I won’t let you down, Alpha,” he promised, his chest swelling with pride.
 
“I know,” I replied.  “I’ve got to go check on the Firetails.  Can’t have our allies falling right when we’ve gathered up so much support.  You get everyone organized here.  I’ll bring back supplies for the short-term.  That young croc, Trenah, is still with me.  I’ll get her to explain how the crocs lived and fed themselves when I return.”
 
“Consider it done,” Jalil said with a salute. 
 
I saluted him back before gathering up Ceria and Arentha. 
 
“Would you bring me back to your nexus before going anywhere else?” Arentha asked.  “I don’t want to miss out on any more work than I have to.”
 
“Sure,” I chuckled.  “I can’t wait to see what you and Bo’urk are cooking up.”
 
Moments later, we stood in the cluttered mess of my portal room.  I couldn’t wait to get home for the day, so I could sell crap, make some upgrades, and organize the mess.  I couldn’t take a break before checking in with Chief Lastra, though.  Three days was too long to have been away from the Firetails while the siege was going on.  As long as the bulk of Torm’s army was tied up there, I could continue my efforts to unify the tribes.  If they fell, it would be a massive blow to the war effort, so I couldn’t rest until I made sure they were good.
 
“I think I’ll stay, too,” Ceria said, surprising me. 
 
Seeing my expression, she continued, “I want to get ready for tonight.  You should take someone else to watch your back though.”
 
I grinned and kissed her, saying, “I’ll be right back.  It’s impossible for me to go anywhere without my wives and Tic watching over me.”
 
“Soon, I will be one of those wives,” Ceria replied with a grin, her tail brushing my legs as she turned to walk out the door. 
 
“You will, indeed,” I replied, feeling a bit giddy at the prospect.
 
Tossing one more glance at Ceria’s retreating ass, I reluctantly keyed in Firemont and ported myself through.
 
Rough hands instantly grabbed me, and a horrible, putrid smell assaulted my nose. 
 
Confused, I assumed there was some kind of mistake and didn’t lash out with killing intent.
 
“Undead!” Gill’s panicked mental scream rang out in my head as I felt a blade press against my throat. 
 
“Well, well, well, what do we have here?” a rough voice boomed out in a cultured Southern accent.  “Looks like we caught the tooth fairy.  Let your Summons know if they even think about manifesting, my undead will rip you, limb from limb.”
 
I found the speaker through the ranks of undead kitsune and rakkin that held me.  A large man, fat and muscular, stood outside the ring of undead with a smirk on his face. 
 
“Allow me to introduce myself, Earth Summoner.  My name is Scott the Triumphant, Emperor of Torm.”
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