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Dedication

This book is dedicated to you, dear reader.  Especially those of you who have been waiting for a year to discover the resolution to the cliffhanger that Book 2 left you on.  I apologize for the delay and sincerely hope the payoff is worth the wait.  
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Prologue

From within the red mist of the Abyss,
Rudolphus, better known as Rudy, kicked back, feet on his desk, as he reviewed his department’s work. Flicking a finger, he mentally tossed one sphere depicting a scene from the void to the side and slid another into view.
Imps, Straggoth, Succubi, Incubi, and a few less common abyssal races met with souls brought in from the various gods within each portal into the void.  The abyssals had the contract to assist roughly half the universe’s gods and goddesses’ chosen champions into the Great Game. 
Gifted with exceptional organizational skills, Rudolphus didn’t hate his job.  He got to stay in the Abyss for work, which he considered a plus.  Many of the mortal souls in the third layer of the abyss had long since been reduced to mindless slaves of their own appetites, but the ones who hadn’t been completely corrupted were so fun to play with in his off time.
A grin crept onto his face as he thought about the previous evening’s entertainment and cycled through yet another identical scene of an adviser meeting a newly incorporeal soul within the featureless confines of the void.  One of the few full succubi working for him was flirting with a ball of energy while she helped the new Player choose a class. 
Many players had risen high after meeting with his department in recent months, and he’d been awarded a significant bonus because of it.  He idly wondered what their celestial counterparts offered for performance incentives as he flipped the scene again to reveal a four-armed male straggoth patiently leading a shaken female soul through her options, while warmly reassuring the distraught woman that while she had died, she was not dead and would be reunited with her body soon. 
“Why do you always do it?” a pleasant voice asked from directly behind Rudy’s chair, causing the incubus to leap to his feet in alarm. 
Very few entities could enter his office without invitation, and fewer still could do it without alerting him of their presence.
Slowly turning, Rudy sank back into his chair and plastered a look of disinterest across his fine features before addressing his visitor.  “Herald Barret, it’s a pleasure to see you.”
“No, it’s not, and we both know it,” Barret sighed, materializing his own chair with a gesture and flopping down into it.
“What can I do for the esteemed Herald of Tournam today?” Rudy asked, not daring to let his mask of casual politeness slip at the stocky man’s disrespect.
“You never answered my question,” Herald Barret observed.  “You know the celestials would never cheat, but they take great joy in catching you internals at your own schemes.  You know we’re just going to even the scales, and they are going to benefit more than you in the end.”
Rudy slid his hands contemplatively over his majestic, spiraling horns before answering, “They don’t always catch us, but that’s beside the point.  Would you care to elaborate on how they seem to think we’re cheating this time?”
“Ticcandrus Bailfrith,” Tournam’s Herald stated simply.
Rudy sighed, rolling his eyes and tugging his own horns a bit in annoyance.  “I told her it was a bad idea,” he muttered.
“You know the rules,” Barret said.  “I’ll give her two weeks.  If she hasn’t flipped the player, Andric Graven… gods damnit, Rudy, he’s one of ours.  You’re really trying to poach Tournam’s players?”
“I… apologies, Herald,” Rudy winced.  “It was the imp’s idea.  I tried to talk her out of it.”
“Whatever,” Barret grunted with a dismissive wave of the hand.  “If Ticcandrus doesn’t complete her mission and recruit Andric Graven to become Apollyon’s piece in two weeks, I’ll cast her into the void myself and replace her with a being of the celestial’s choosing.  I’ll be even more pissed off if she succeeds, but it’s within the rules.”
“I understand, Herald Barret,” Rudy intoned with a bow.  “She’s already aware of the consequences of failure.”
“See you next time, Rudy,” Barret sighed, standing and heading out the door without a backward glance.
“God’s damnit, Tic,” Rudy murmured under his breath when he was sure the Herald was gone, “Why do you always make things harder for yourself?”




Chapter 1 –  Reflection

“Cast Abyssal Step but don’t move a muscle, Andric,” Tic thought quietly into the stunned blankness encompassing my mind.
Beyond panicked to find myself literally in my enemy’s clutches, I followed her advice.  The world around me faded into a washed-out red haze immediately. 
“Why am I being still?” I asked, the only sound other than my thoughts being my heartbeat pounding in my ears.  I carefully kept my arms in the same awkward position the zombie Kitsune warriors had been holding them in.
“You probably have enough mana to cast this spell three times,” Tic explained.  “Time literally will not pass at all while you’re in here.  You can decide what you want to do, but that bloated asshole will know you’re up to something if you move.  We could just run now.  I’m fairly certain you can jump off the cliff and land safely if you cast the spell within ten meters of the ground.”
“I’m not a fan of the amount of probablys and fairlys sprinkled around in that statement,” I grumbled. 
“I can’t believe they’re all dead….” Elyria thought-whispered.
“I am not sure they are,” Skryvonna replied, thoughtfully.  “There were only fifty or so that I could see.” 
I could feel the adrenaline spike of my wives slowly simmering down in the hazy, red sphere in which we now resided.
Gretch popped out and asked, “Is the overworld timer running in here?”
“I can’t really check,” I replied, nodding to my stationary arms. 
“There may be some other uses we could put this spell to once we get away,” she said, arching her lithe, green body and spreading her arms out in an alluring stretch.  “It’s not exactly the overworld, but it would be nice to be able to spend time with you when you leave the Nexus for extended periods.”
“We don’t have time for this, tramp,” Skryvonna snapped, appearing next to me, her arms folded and foot tapping.
“That’s where you’re wrong,” Gretch retorted, narrowing her eyes with a mischievous grin.  “I think we have all the time we could ever want right now.  Tic said time doesn’t pass here.  At all.”
“We are in a bad situation right now, though,” Elyria spoke up, joining the physical conversation by appearing on the other side of me. “All those poor Kitsune and Rakkin…”
“We may have all the time we want, but Andric’s not going to be able to keep his arms in that exact position forever,” Gill said, appearing beside Gretch and placing a hand on her shoulder.  “We need to figure out the next move quickly.  We can explore this… spell more thoroughly on the next cast.”
“They aren’t wrong,” Tic thought, still unable to manifest outside my body inside the little abyssal pocket.  Apparently, it still counted as the overworld, and she didn’t have the single second of overworld time she’d need to manifest into the little pocket dimension of frozen time.
My head was spinning with possible solutions to our current predicament, and thanks to Gretch, the practical applications of the Abyssal Step spell.  If Gretch’s speculations were correct, it could be the answer to many of my time constraint issues, from training to spending quality time with my wives.  What I had assumed was a simple movement spell could be so much more.              
“What do you want to do, Alpha?” Gill asked.
“Are you sure I can cast this three times?” I mentally asked Tic.
“I erred on the side of caution,” she responded.  “You may be able to cast it four times, but it would drain you dangerously if you did so.”
“I’m going to try to get some information out of that asshole out there,” I answered Gill after a steadying breath.  “I want to know how he got here so fast and where the rest of the Firetails and Gremlins are.  That will leave me two casts of Abyssal Step to get away.”
“Just be careful,” Skryvonna admonished.  “We don’t know what Scott’s abilities are.  We can’t afford for him to sever your ability to cast spells, somehow.”
My heart accelerated again at the possibility, but I felt somewhat responsible for the Firetail Tribe after getting this deep in the questline to save them.  Surely, they couldn’t all be dead, and if they were, I had yet another reason to open a new smile in Skooter’s throat.
“I’ll be careful,” I acknowledged.  “We’ll explore this place more thoroughly the next time I cast it.  Everyone equip back up.  There’s no telling what will happen if I leave this plane with you still here.”
Everyone but Gretch vanished instantly.  Gretch’s violet eyes burned as she swayed up to me and kissed me gently on the lips while lightly running her clawed fingers down the sides of my neck.
“I’m so tempted to be naughty since you can’t move your arms right now, Chief,” she purred quietly.  “I won’t… this time.  It would be too dangerous for you, but I do hope to find some fun ways to use this spell in the future.  My abilities probably won’t work on the undead, so be very careful.”
She vanished before I could respond, but her ability to consider sex even in a dire situation brought a slight grin to my lips and banished some of my fear. 
I canceled the spell and reappeared in the center of the group of undead Firetails.  Quickly, I flicked my eyes among the dead faces and felt some relief that I didn’t recognize anyone.  Some of their faces and bodies exhibited signs of early decomposition, which seemed odd.  If they had been killed within the last day, they should only be beginning to bloat, not decomposing.  Stranger still, the decomposition rate didn’t seem uniform among the walking corpses.
“Not going to introduce yourself? How rude,” Scott drawled.
Shifting my attention through the cluster of undead around me, I focused on Scott.  The dude was large in every way.  I’d met people like him doing manual labor jobs.  Big, powerful dudes with beer guts.  People may assume they were fat and lazy, but I’d had to struggle to keep up with them once or twice.  I wasn’t about to make the mistake of underestimating him because he wasn’t all chiseled muscle.
A pair of women bracketed the big man.  One was the summoner woman I’d met twice now.  The other was a pale woman with a lithe physique, platinum-blond hair, and irises so pale they were barely distinguishable from the whites of her eyes.  The summoner wore an overly feminine version of Roman Centurion armor, while the porcelain-white lady sported gauzy, purple robes.
Beyond the trio, Tormian soldiers prowled what was left of the town in squads, apparently searching for something.
“I suggest you tell me your name before I have my minions start biting off fingers,” Scott sighed, looking bored.
“Mike,” I grunted, narrowing my eyes.
“Well, Mike,” Scott continued, “want to tell me where you put all those beasties that were in the town?  I know you whisked them away, but they can’t all fit in your Nexus.”
It wasn’t hard to keep the surprise off my face as I was already schooling it to contain the jitters caused by being jumped by a small army of zombies in the first place.  The only things allowing me to keep it together were my wives in my head and the surreal nature of seeing actual zombies.  They weren’t as gory as the movies usually portrayed them, but they were definitely undead, judging by the wounds.  Then again, these undead were pretty fresh.  They would probably be worse than anything Hollywood could come up with given another week or two.
“I’ll tell you if you explain how you got the jump on me and appeared here,” I said, hoping he'd want to monologue.
“You’ll tell me anyway,” Scott snapped, his cultured expression cracking for an instant. 
The pale woman put a hand on his shoulder, and he visibly relaxed under her touch.
“It doesn’t matter,” he said after a beat.  “You really are a fucking moron if you think you’re the only one who can use the bind points.”
“I thought you couldn’t go through them if you didn’t have a positive reputation with the town,” I challenged.
Scott rolled his eyes before saying, “Why would I have to come right to the town?  I’ve access to every neutral bind point in a hundred miles.  Now, it’s clear you’re very simple, so I’ll use small words.  Where are the beastials that were in this town?  If you don’t tell me, my friends are going to start eating digits.  I’ll even give you a five-count, so you don’t fry your elementary brain trying to delay any further.”
I’d heard about enough.  I didn’t know how strong the zombies holding me were, but thankfully I didn’t have to find out.  I just needed to get to the rim of the butte without getting killed. 
“The rim is hundreds of meters away, and you can only use Abyssal step twice more, or you risk passing out,” Tic warned me.
“Noted,” I replied before casting my new spell a second time.  My reality blinked away and was instantly replaced by the misty, red haze of the Abyssal pocket.  I noticed a faint peppery smell in the hazy air but figured I should probably just be glad it didn’t smell like sulfur.
I’d scanned for the path of least resistance before casting the spell, so I strolled about ten meters to the left before the mist coalesced tightly enough to form a spongy, physical barrier. 
“This should get me out of that cluster of zombies, at least,” I thought before sinking down with a shuddering breath.
“I should have seen this coming,” I said while rubbing my eyes.  “That asshole probably just jumped through the bind point at the plateau and brought whatever troops he needed through with him.  It’s only a day’s march from here.”
I felt a slender hand on my shoulder and looked up to find Gretch’s violet eyes staring back at me.
“You couldn’t have known, Chief,” Gretch murmured.  “Even the great and wise Skryvonna didn’t think of it.”
“I cannot think of everything,” Skryvonna grumbled, appearing behind Gretch’s left shoulder.  “You should check your light slate and confirm that short, green, and slutty is correct about us not burning overworld time in here.”
“Good point,” I agreed, pulling out my light slate, thankful to have something to focus on besides failing the Firetails.  It was some solace knowing that Scott was missing some portion of them.  He also didn’t say anything specifically about Gremlins, but I didn’t know how all-encompassing his ‘beasty’ slur was.  Maybe they had escaped somehow… but how and where to?
Life Bonds:
Gretch: LVL-11/ 52% to next LVL    11 min. overworld time.  10.99 minutes remaining
Gill: LVL-10/   15%   10 min. overworld time.  9.99 minutes remaining
Skryvonna: LVL-5/   67%   5 min. overworld time.  4.99 minutes remaining
Elyria: LVL-5/    36%   5 min. overworld time 4.99 minutes remaining
Gill and Elyria appeared on either side of me as I scanned the numbers.
“I’m glad she was right,” Gill said, though she sounded off.  Her usually bright demeanor dimmed a bit.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, leaning my back into the spongy texture of the misty, red wall, and pulling both girls back to recline with me, with an arm over each of their shoulders.
“It’s nothing,” Gill replied in that tone of voice that meant it was definitely something, but she just didn’t want to talk about it.
“Elyria, sweetie, could you give us a minute?” I asked, glancing over to where Gretch was loudly protesting that she was no longer short to Vonna.
“Of course, Sir,” Elyria said, moving to rise.
Before she could get to her feet, I pulled her into my lap.
“Kiss first,” I explained, when she looked at me with a nervous giggle and a question in her big blue eyes.
“Of course, Sir,” she replied again, but this time with a sultry tone and a saucy grin. 
I crushed her to my chest and kissed her soundly, roughly invading her mouth with my tongue.  By the time I came up for air, she had wrapped her legs around my waist and was gasping for breath.
“Love you, bunny,” I said, meeting her sparkling eyes again.
She trembled and buried her face in my neck before whispering, “I love you too… Husband.”
I could almost see the strain it caused for her to disentangle herself from me before she bounded over to Gretch and Skryvonna.  Gretch must have been into defending her new stature because she overlooked the brief but passionate make-out session. 
Casting my gaze over, I found Gill’s golden eyes on my face, her own breathing a tiny bit ragged.
“I hate to sound like Gretch, but we really do have all the time in the world in here, Master,” she husked.
“We’ll get to that,” I replied with a grin.  “The next time I drop this spell could be the last, though I’m pretty sure we’ll make it to at least the third casting.  I want to know what’s going on with you first.”
“It’s nothing,” she murmured, her eyes downcast.
“Doesn’t seem like nothing,” I said, squeezing her shoulders.  “Come on, spill.  You can hear my thoughts, but I can’t hear yours.  That means it’s your job to communicate with me.”
“It’s silly,” she growled, though I felt her body relax against my side in surrender.  “I just don’t know how Gretch can be more attached to you than me.  I love you with every fiber of my being.  You literally dragged my people from the brink of oblivion and returned them to our homeland.  I know Gretch cares for you, but she seems… shallow.”
“I’m not sure exactly what those numbers indicate,” I sighed, relaxing into the embrace of the mist wall myself.  “I can literally feel her emotions, though.  She’s chaotic and lustful.  She loves you, Elyria, and Skryvonna as much as she lusts after each of you.  Her raw emotions towards me are like staring at the sun, though.  It’s intimidating, if you want to know the truth.  I have to be very careful about what I think with her in my head, because she will do anything for me, anything at all.  Your love for me is like the unstoppable tide of a cool, deep ocean.  I know you love me with everything you have.  It’s not a competition.  No one is winning or losing.”
  “But do the numbers mean you love her more than me?” Gill asked, her voice barely a whisper. 
“Can’t you feel my emotions?” I asked.
“Sometimes.  I think I can feel them when you want me to, but mostly we only get your thoughts, not the feelings behind them.”
“Huh, that’s funny,” I replied softly.  “I’m often disappointed that I can only get your emotions, but not thoughts.  I never thought about how frustrating it would be the other way around.  Let me try something.  Equip up real fast, please.”
Gill’s weight instantly vanished from my side, replaced by the familiar weight of my war pick on my belt.  I closed my eyes and focused on Gill, bringing up as clear a mental image of her as possible.  Then I focused on opening an emotional connection to the swirling ball of love, self-doubt, and anger that was her emotional presence in my mind. 
Not knowing if it worked, I slowly thought about my time in Tournion, from first meeting Gill when I was alone and clueless until our present situation.  I thought of my fierce pride in her battle prowess and my burning physical attraction to her body.  I went through every time I had to rely on Gill’s guidance for knowledge in the early days before mentally going over all the times she’d been my rock in a sea of uncertainty.   
It was a bit of a struggle to allow my emotions to freely coalesce in my heart, because I naturally kept up emotional walls like most men, I’m sure.  Not out of fear of being emotional, but purely on reflex.  Once I’d gathered up every scrap of love for my fierce Alpha wife, I focused on pouring it all into the roiling sea of her own emotions. 
I don’t know how long I sat like that, cradled in the mist, attempting to pour whatever substance love was made of into my wife’s core.  My impression of her own emotional state swelled and brightened.  The jagged edges of her insecurities were wearing down under the torrent I was pouring into her. 
When I finally opened my eyes, I gasped for breath and realized that beads of sweat were pouring down my face and dripping onto my shirt.  My pulse was racing as if I’d done heavy cardio for hours, and my vision swam slightly.  I could just make out Gretch, Skryvonna, and Elyria in a huddle to one side and hoped I hadn’t worried them.
“Skryvonna equipped when she couldn’t get a response from you,” Tic thought.  “I explained as best I could, and they decided to give you some space.  I’d have gone with them if I could.  Sorry, Boss.”
“It’s fine, Tic,” I thought, but any further internal conversation was cut off when Gill appeared atop me, naked and sobbing.
“I love you, Master,” she whispered into my ear as she clung to me and cried.  “I’ll be better.  I know I upset you when I did some things without asking.  I was so caught up with freeing my people that I lost focus of you.  I made plans without you.  I even nearly ruined the peaceful takeover of the Croc village by foolishly declaring you a conqueror when you’d already nearly convinced them to leave.  Please punish me.  I’m so sorry.  I’ll do better.”
I wrinkled my brow in confusion.  How had she managed to focus on shortcomings when I was so focused on her triumphs?
“I know why Gretch is closer to you,” She sobbed.  “She only thinks about pleasing you.  I let myself get distracted by other things, but she doesn’t care about anything but you.  I’m so ashamed.  You’ve nearly gotten yourself killed so many times trying to do what I wanted.  I should have been trying to do what you wanted instead of convincing you to solve my problems.”
“Hush,” I cooed, rubbing her sleek, muscular back.  “You’re your own person, Gill.  I wanted to help you and your people.  I don’t blame you for being concerned about them.”
Gill shook her head in denial, smearing warm tears over my neck. 
“You could have traded me in.  You own my soul.  You didn’t have to do any of this.  I forget that you’re actually my Master because of how kind you are to me and everyone else, but you should have ordered me to keep silent.  I’ve been so bad to you and you… love me so much.”
“I wanted to save your people, Gill,” I replied, moving my hand to massage her neck.  “I’m a little shocked that I was able to manage it, but you know I don’t see myself as anyone’s Master.  Well, not outside of the bedroom, anyway.”
Gill snorted a chuckle into my shoulder before finally pulling back and revealing her wildly beautiful face and sparkling, golden eyes. 
“It doesn’t matter if you consider it or not,” she said.  “Even if I were given a permanent, physical body tomorrow, you’d still be my Master.  Not just my Alpha, but my Master.  I owe you everything.  My life and soul are yours.”
“Well, you’ve been a good girl, as far as I’m concerned,” I said before considering.  “Mostly good, anyway.  I’m definitely going to punish you for what you said to the Crocs.”
“Anything,” she said, sliding down my body until she was prostrate before me.  “I won’t feel better until you use me up.”
“I know,” I said, reaching out and gently caressing the soft fur of her ear.  “I promise, soon.  “
“Am I interrupting?” Gretch’s voice floated over from nearby.
I saw that she’d stopped a good ten meters away, surprising me with the amount of respect she was showing Gill.  Gill’s voluptuous, nude body stretched out before me was undoubtedly a temptation for the sexy, little Hob-succubus.
Gill sat up and wiped her eyes, stretching out an invitational hand in Gretch’s direction.
Gretch’s violet eyes smoldered in the dim light as she approached.  Rather than jumping on Gill and inviting me to join in, she wrapped the larger woman in a tender embrace.
“You okay?” Gretch asked softly.
Gill nodded but didn’t respond. 
Apparently deciding it was safe after seeing Gretch make contact, Skryvonna and Elyria wandered over.
“Have you decided what you want to do?” Skryvonna asked.
I thought she was referring to my relationship with Gill for a split-second, but realized she was asking for a coherent plan to get off the Firetail butte.
“My plan was to run like hell, jump off the rim, and activate Abyssal step right before hitting the ground,” I answered.  “You got a better one?”
“No, but just getting on the ground may not be enough,” she replied, chewing her delicate lower lip in thought.  “There are sure to be Tormian soldiers around the town.”
“Shit, I didn’t think about that.”
“Won’t he be able to outrun most common soldiers?” Elyria asked as she sank down and joined Gretch in embracing Gill.
“It is not the common soldiers I am concerned about,” Skryvonna replied.  “We always had elite troops in our armies.  I do not see why Tormian armies would be any different.”
“Maybe they’ll all be up at the top,” Gretch piped up.  “They did just take the town, after all.  Wouldn’t the best troops be up there where the fighting was?”
“That is a surprisingly good point,” Skryvonna allowed.  “Though it may make it difficult for Andric to make it to the rim in the first place.”
“I will not allow him to fall,” Gill spoke up, her voice raw with emotion. 
“I understand the sentiment,” Skryvonna said, though her voice was all business.  “I do not wish to lose the first man I have ever respected.  I also do not wish to die my final death in this backwater, barbarian village.  You must not let your emotions cloud your judgment, though.  He is going to need your strength and durability to survive.  If you jump out to protect him, you also slow his speed and reduce his strength.”
Gill growled but looked down in contemplation, conceding the point.
“I am free to act,” Elyria said, her voice small but determined.  “He can’t wield Gill and me at the same time, anyway.  I can throw myself at any problems that arise.”
“I may need your speed once I hit the ground,” I interjected.  “The slight agility advantage of having both your claws equipped may be the difference between life and death in a flat-out sprint.  We can’t afford for any of you to go down.”
“I am the least useful in this situation,” Skryvonna observed.  “If anyone is best suited to hold off attackers for Andric to escape, it would be me.”
“Tell her that’s not true,” Tic advised.  “You’ll need her defensive buffs to avoid the spells and arrows they may send your way.”
I repeated Tic’s words to Skryvonna, and she growled in frustration.
“I wish I could spend experience points outside the Nexus,” I grumbled.  “I should’ve invested most of them in leveling you girls up before coming here.”
“I’m sure you would have if you’d known, Master,” Gill said, her voice and expression approaching a normal worried level, rather than the raw emotion of moments ago.
“Not a moment will have passed when I cancel the spell,” I said.  “We’re probably overthinking this.  I’m going to appear ten meters away, running fast.  They may not even get a chance to react.”
“Maybe,” Skryvonna said, though she didn’t sound convinced.
“How about this?” I asked after a few moments.  “I’ll send out one person at a time, if it’s needed.  You don’t stay and fight, though.  You get five seconds to distract or dispatch whatever the threat is.  Don’t go if I don’t call your name.  I may need your abilities, and I don’t want to try using something only to discover it’s not there.”
“That will probably work best,” Gill said with a thoughtful sigh. 
“Now that you’re done with the plan, will we use this spell for what I want to use it for?” Gretch asked. 
“How can you even think about sex at a time like this?” Skryvonna growled.
“I’m not,” Gretch replied, rounding on the Scorpion Drider.  “At least, not just sex.  I’m thinking our lives could end after this spell, and there isn’t a reason I can think of not to fuck the shit out of the people I love before we all die.  We aren’t exactly on a time limit in here.”
Skryvonna opened her mouth but closed it again after a moment.
“I suppose you have a good point,” she mumbled.
“What was that?” Gretch asked in glee as she held a hand behind an ear as if to amplify the sound.
“Right before we hit the ground,” I interjected, hoping to stop the argument before it could start.
“What?”  Elyria asked.
“I’m casting the spell again right before we hit the ground,” I replied.  “We’ll fuck like bunnies then… err, no offense Elyria.”
“Why would I be offended?” Elyria laughed.  “Since I look closest to a bunny, does that mean I get to go first?”
That broke some of the tension, and everyone laughed.  I even caught Skryvonna stifling a surprised chuckle.
“Come here,” I said to the group.  “I just want to hold you all for a bit before canceling the spell.  We’ll reward our success in the next Abyssal pocket if we make it over the rim.”
Gretch and Gill jumped to my lap, followed by Elyria and Skryvonna.
The hazy, mist wall acted almost like a hammock, allowing us all to recline in a pile.  I did my best to ignore that Gill was completely nude in the snuggle puddle since no one else mentioned it.  Skryvonna even surprised me by pressing hard into Gill’s back and stealing a chaste kiss from me.
“Should we take a nap?” Elyria asked with an adorable high-pitched yawn.
“Probably a good idea,” Gill responded.  “I can’t think of anything else we could do to make us more formidable while in here.  We could train, but that wouldn’t increase our stats.”
“I agree,” Skryvonna said, snuggling more into the pile and getting comfortable.  “We mostly need to focus on escaping, not combat.  Any slight gains we made in skill level or natural statistical increases wouldn’t be enough to make a difference before Andric ran out of food and water.  The best thing we can do is be well-rested.”
I know the girls didn’t need sleep the same way I did, but I’d been running on fumes for so long that I didn’t remember how well-rested felt.
“That’s the plan then,” I said with a forced smile.  “I’ll sleep as long as I can, then we’ll jump off a high cliff into the Abyss and fuck each other senseless before going home and laughing at the dumb assholes who thought they could hold us.”
Gretch threw a leg over my hips and climbed atop me before settling her slender frame down.
“Gretch…” I warned.
“I’m just letting Elyria get closer,” she said, her face the picture of wounded innocence.
“Thank you, Gretch,” Elyria said, snuggling into my side before I could call Gretch out further.
“Go to sleep, Andric,” Vonna said, reaching over Gill to lay a hand on my chest.
“I love you all,” I sighed, closing my eyes and preparing to drift off.
“Do you think I’ll ever be part of your core group?” Tic asked.
“I’m sure you will, Tic,” I replied, my thoughts already sluggish as I began to drift off.  “I’m a sucker for pink.”




Chapter 2 – Hope

Canceling the spell, I appeared amidst the outer ring of zombies.  I lunged away from the undead mob and made it about three meters before a semitransparent, blue wall flickered into existence between two buildings impeding my path.  I had just enough time to turn my shoulder before impacting the magical construct.
“Pale bitch cast some kind of barrier,” Gretch reported.
“Zombies closing in.  I will stall them,” Skryvonna thought atop her.
I felt my armor dissipate even as I summoned my war pick to my hand and swung it at the barrier with all my might.  I buried the pick’s bill into the blue obstruction, but the construct didn’t shatter.  The curved bill of my weapon punched through, but my pick stuck fast instead of shattering the magic wall. 
Instead of attempting to wrench the pick from the odd, blue wall, I just resummoned it to my hand and spun the shaft to bring the snarling, hyena hammer face to bear.
“Looks like the pale bitch is channeling this barrier,” Gretch thought.  “She flinched when you hit it.”
I nodded and took another swing as a cacophony of thuds and ripping sounds told me that Vonna was tearing into the undead.  However, it was more than a bit eerie not to hear shouts or wails of pain typically accompanying the sounds of bodies being torn asunder. 
My third strike triggered crushing blow, and the blue barrier shattered like glass. 
“Vonna, back!” I shouted as I sprang towards the crumbled buildings ringing the town center.
I felt my armor encase my torso as Elyria thought, “She’s injured!”
“I am fine!” Skryvonna snapped, though I could hear the tension in her mental voice.
“Crossbows!” Gretch shrieked.
I cut a hard right just before reaching the alley I’d been aiming to duck through.  Three bolts whizzed from the mouth of the alley as Tormian troops came into view.  Two streaked by me, and the third bounced from an invisible shield Gretch must have thrown up.
“Can’t block any more for you, Chief!” Gretch called, confirming my theory.
I dove down the next alley as more bolts and a pilum thudded into the burned-out buildings around the alley mouth.
Rolling to my feet, I jumped up to behold several Tormian troops leveling their weapons my way.  They looked to have been looting buildings but were coming together fast as a general alarm spread through the army.
Reading my mind, Gill summoned her spectral hyena as I sprinted towards the enemy, hoping to close the distance before they could open up with projectile fire. 
A few pila flew my way, but they were hasty throws, and most were well off the mark.  One of the oversized javelins ignited in a familiar, green fire as it streaked towards my head.
I managed to deflect the missile with my Obsidian Eye just as I slid into the front ranks of enemy troops. 
Gill’s spectral hyena roared over my shoulder and snatched up the closest soldier.  It didn’t bother chewing before flicking the unfortunate guy back into the crowd of hastily forming soldiers, sending bodies flying like grotesque bowling pins. 
“Zombies closing in,” Gretch reported, apparently assuming the rear reconnaissance role.
I glanced over my shoulder as I dashed through the dazed troops to see the entire pack of mute undead hot on my heels. 
“Why couldn’t they be the slow kind?” I thought rhetorically.  Visions of a dozen zombie movies flashed through my mind’s eye.
“Scott is a high-level necromancer,” Tic helpfully answered.  “Why would his minions be slow?”
I sprinted across an intersection and down another alley, managing to gain some space as the undead horde was slowed by the scattered soldiers we’d left in our wake. 
Just when I thought we’d make it to the rim, another blue barrier appeared before me.  Unable to brace for impact, I bounced off the magical shield face-first, my nose exploded in pain, and my vision went white.
“Where did that bitch come from?” Gretch growled.
“Can’t see.  Report,” I ordered while pawing tears from my eyes and shooting bloody snot rockets from my flattened nose to clear my vision. 
The memory of the last time I’d broken my nose flashed through my mind, and I grinned, wishing Fierg were here now. 
“That stupid, white bitch is floating in the air, about twenty meters back,” Gretch thought rapidly.  “Undead not far behind her.”
“Soldiers closing in from both sides,” Gill added, the tiniest bit of panic creeping into her mental tone.
“Use Abyssal Step again, Andric,” Tic suddenly spoke up.  “Flash through the barrier.”
“I thought I didn’t have enough mana,” I argued, back on my feet and ready to start bashing the wall with my pick.
“Trust me!” Tic screamed. 
“I’ll hold off the zombies,” Elyria declared.
“No!” I shouted aloud just in case she jumped out before I could forbid it.
I could just make out the silhouettes of our enemies closing in under a cloudless, blue sky through my blurry vision as I cast Abyssal Step for the second time.  My heart sunk as the red haze replaced my reality.  I probably wouldn’t be able to escape, now that I’d used it twice before even getting to the rim of the butte.
“Don’t worry, boss,” Tic thought, her mental voice full of unrestrained joy.  “Your mana refilled during that little nap you took after casting the spell last time.  You can keep jumping for as long as you have food and water.  Resting in the abyss counts.  You can charge up every time you cast the spell.”
I sank to my knees, relief flooding through me as I considered the ramifications of Tic‘s words.  Elyria, Gill, and Gretch appeared and supported me as I leaned back, cold sweat streaming down my face.
“So basically, I have a game-type pause menu,” I chuckled after a few seconds.  “I can pause and eat twelve square meals and recover all my hit points and mana in the middle of a boss fight.”
“How hard did you hit your head?” Gill asked while relieving me of my backpack. 
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Elyria added with a tinkling laugh.  “It’s odd, I’d probably know what you meant if I were in your head, but you sound completely crazy aloud.”
I snaked a hand out and captured Elyria’s head, pulling her in for a kiss.  She giggled and straddled my lap, pressing her athletic body into mine. 
Moments later, Gill interrupted us by gently wiping my face with a cool, wet cloth.  By the time she was done cleaning me up, I could see clearly again, but my peripheral vision was cut off by what I assumed was significant swelling around my eyes.  I’d been running pretty fucking fast when I’d hit the wall.  Maybe fast enough to kill myself if it weren’t for the durability imparted by Gretch and Skryvonna.
“Skryvonna?” I mentally asked, realizing that I was still wearing my armor.
“It hurts,” she hissed into my mind.
“Oh shit, you’re hurt bad, sweetie!” I thought.  “Get out here so you can take a healing potion.”
“You need them,” she protested.
“Not as bad as you,” I argued aloud, drawing looks from the other girls.  “Now get out here and drink a potion.  That’s an order.”
I managed to keep my face neutral when Skryvonna’s battered body appeared in the mist beside me.   She had gashes and punctures all over, though it didn’t look like there were any bite marks or missing pieces.
Elyria quickly jumped off my lap to allow me to inspect Skryvonna’s wounds.
“They really did a number on you, huh, Babe?” I asked conversationally while passing over a red vial. 
I managed to resist the impulse to react with the amount of concern I actually felt.  Skryvonna wasn’t a damsel in distress.  She was a warrior who had taken wounds in battle but was eager to get back on the field.  It felt odd to treat my wife like a wounded comrade rather than sweep her into my arms and smother her with affection and care, but I doubted she’d appreciate or accept such treatment.
“They were much stronger than I anticipated,” she mumbled, interrupting herself by tossing back the healing potion I’d handed her.  “I did not even try to keep them off of me, assuming they could not penetrate my armor without weapons.  I was wrong.  They jabbed their fingers straight through my chitin and into my body.”
“High-level necromancer,” I spat.  “Guess he makes fucking super-zombies.”
“Guess so,” Skryvonna muttered, her tight muscles relaxing as the potion started to do its thing.  “Why do you call me Babe?  I am much older than you.  I understand that you mean it as a term of endearment, but I am not sure I like it.”
I barked a chuckle before answering, glad to get her mind off her numerous, slowly closing wounds.
“I’m older than you look,” I said.  “That particular term doesn’t have anything to do with age.  I’ll try not to use it for you, but it’s a hard habit to break.”
She fell silent, declining to comment further on the pet name.
“You never cried out,” I observed as I cleaned her wounds with a cloth as they began to slowly close.
“I did not want you to spend time looking back or foolishly trying to rescue me,” she said wryly.  “If I die, I will be waiting for you in the Nexus.  If you die, I will die for good.  I no longer wish to die, Husband.”
I got to my knees and bent over my sexy Drider, intent on kissing her as a reward for keeping the undead off me while I smashed through the first shield.
Before I could manage it, she broke out into uncontrolled laughter.
I paused, leaning over her, confused by what could be so funny that it cracked the composure of the usually reserved woman.
“You look like a Rakkin,” she managed to gasp between peals of uncharacteristic laughter.
A chuckle forced its way from my lips as I sank back down on my haunches.
“I suppose I probably do,” I managed, imagining the pair of spectacular black eyes that I was probably sporting along with my broken nose.
“Who wants to volunteer to straighten my nose?” I asked as the other girls chuckled a bit at my swollen face.
“I will,” Gill said, claiming the spot on my lap Elyria had vacated.
“Ready?” she asked, her fingers gently gripping my nose.
“Want some lust to take your mind off it?” Gretch asked, wiggling slender fingers in my face over Gill’s shoulder.
“Nah, go ahead, Gill,” I answered.
Before I had the words entirely out of my mouth, my face exploded in pain as Gill quickly and forcefully snapped my nose back into its proper shape.
“Grrrr, I fudding hape brodden nodeses.” I snarled, my speech distorted as blood once again started streaming down my face.
“Want a potion?” Elyria asked, plucking one from my bandoleer and holding it up for me to see.
“Better nop,” I mumbled.  “Need do sabe dem for emerdencys.  I’ll dust eat.”
Nodding, Elyria unpacked my rations and began preparing me something.
“I can take your mind off the pain,” Gretch offered, leaning over my shoulder and gently kissing my jaw.
“We both could,” Gill agreed, doing a suggestive little grind in my lap.
“I should probably absorb as much lust energy as possible before you go off the cliff,” Gretch said thoughtfully.  “There’s probably a lot of soldiers down there, and I’d like to be at full power to distract them all.”
“After subber,” I agreed.  “Gill’s been a bab girl adyway,” I added, smacking Gill’s ass hard to punctuate my statement.
Gill’s eyes went wide with excitement, and a smile blossomed on her lips.
“Here you go, Sir,” Elyria interrupted.   “It’s the best I can do without a fire.”
I scarfed down the rations that Elyria had somehow managed to make into a decent meal, before wandering as far in the direction I’d been headed as the mist would let me.  Reaching the ‘wall’ again, I sank down on my ass to think.  What the amorphous, red mist lacked in aesthetic value, it more than made up for in comfort as I stretched myself out cradled in the odd, red substance.
“Is this stuff safe to breathe?” I asked, suddenly a bit apprehensive.  I was happy to note that the meal Elyria had thrown together had enough healing properties to allow me to talk normally again.
“I would assume so, since you’re not dead yet,” Tic answered helpfully.
I decided not to overthink it since I didn’t have much choice other than to wait here until my mana topped off.
I absently materialized my light slate to fiddle with it like one would a cell phone.  As I was scrolling through my wives’ stats, I suddenly remembered that I could use experience points to upgrade my mobile light slate, despite not being in the Nexus.  I hadn’t done much other than adding a clock to it so far, but I needed to see what else it could do.
Glancing at the digital clock, I laughed when I saw the numbers were randomly changing faster than my eye could follow.  I’d expected the time to be frozen at exactly 09:34:05 or whatever time I’d cast the spell, but apparently, the magic of my tablet and the magic of the Abyssal Step spell didn’t play well together.
Navigating to the tablet upgrades, I inspected my options. 
Light Slate:
Enhanced Functions I – This allows the user to make more changes outside of the Player Nexus.  Further enhancing this upgrade will improve functionality.
1000 Exp.
Streamlined Functions I – Allows easier interface with the Light Slate.
2000 Exp.
Identify II – This allows for the identification of more powerful objects and creatures.  Further enhancing this upgrade will provide more information on identified objects.
3000 Exp.
“Well, that’s not cryptic at all,” I thought. 
“I’d advise you to get the upgrades,” Tic replied to my unfocused observation. 
“I don’t suppose you’d just like to explain what they do?”
“Certainly, I’d like to.  That would break the rules, though,” Tic replied.  Even her mental voice had become richer with her transformation.
“Figures,” I muttered as I checked my current experience balance.
Total Experience Points:  55,675
It pained me to spend any points on something I wasn’t sure would be helpful when I needed all I could get to level up the girls, but sitting on resources in the middle of a desperate escape attempt wasn’t the most brilliant option in the world, either.
With a sigh, I leveled up the ‘Enhanced Functions’ option. 
Enhanced Functions I - You can buy items from the experience shop from anywhere.  Further upgrades will unlock more functionality.
Enhanced Functions II – Unlock more functionality
2000 Exp
“What ya doing?” Gretch asked, sliding down to recline beside me.
“Upgrading the light slate,” I replied. 
“Oh,” she said, leaning her head on my shoulder to read the slate.
“That seems useful,” she observed after reading the text.  “You really could stay here indefinitely, if you can buy food and drink from inside this dimensional pocket.”
“I hadn’t even thought that far yet,” I admitted.  “I’m going to buy at least the next upgrade and see what it unlocks.”
“I’d rather you spent the points on me,” she said with a playful smile.
“I’m hoping enough upgrades will let me,” I chuckled, bending my head down to steal a quick kiss.
“Oh!” she said, her eyes wide with understanding.  “Hurry up and see what the next level unlocks!”
Our conversation had drawn in the others except for Skryvonna, who was softly snoring in the center of the room.  At least I got an answer as to whether or not healing potions would affect the energy level of Summons.
“Perhaps I should wake her,” Gill suggested.  “She’d probably appreciate being included in this.”
“She does like to be involved when I spend experience,” I agreed.  “Go ahead and see if she wants to join us.”
Gill stalked over, sank down next to the sleeping Drider, and whispered gently into her ear.  The sight was more tender than I’d expected, and a twinge of longing shot through me as Skryvonna groaned and sat up.
“How are you feeling?” I asked as Gill assisted Skryvonna over to where the rest of us were reclining into the spongy wall.
“Tired, but better,” Skryvonna replied as she stepped around me and slid down between my back and the wall, replacing my hammock-like backrest with her own lithe body and firm breasts. 
Once she was situated, she hooked her legs around mine and rested her head on my shoulder to view the light slate as well. 
“You may continue,” she announced.
“As your highness wishes,” I chuckled, clicking the icon to purchase Enhanced Functions II.
Enhanced Functions II – You can now purchase upgrades to Summons and gear from your mobile light slate.
Enhanced Functions III – Unlock more Functionality
4000 Exp
“Yes!” I cheered, fist-pumping like my team had scored a game-winning touchdown. 
“That is certainly helpful,” Skryvonna mused.  “I wonder what the next level does.  I never saw my old master using a portable light slate.”
“You might want to try some of the other options before investing too much into the functions,” Tic prompted from my mind.
Her voice reminded me that I needed to make a decision about binding her.  It certainly wouldn’t hurt to have a four-armed, flying demon Chronomancer on my side to help me extract from this situation.  Too bad she couldn’t manifest in the Abyssal pocket without being bound to me.  Maybe if she could, I would have bound her just to have more tools to make my escape.
Struck with a sudden epiphany, I navigated to the Nexus button and felt my hopes sink when I saw it still grayed out.  Apparently, being out of combat in my zero-time bubble didn’t mean I was out of combat in reality.  Trying to figure out the physics-defying rules of this one magical spell was giving me a headache.  Once again, I was thankful for Tic steering me away from any magic-intensive classes when I arrived.
“You’re very welcome, Dear,” Tic thought, shaking me from my internal thoughts.  “And I’m glad you're considering binding me, even if it’s not for the reasons I’d wish.”
“You know my reasons for hesitating as well as I do,” I thought back wryly, assuming I’d had enough unshielded thoughts about the subject for her to get the whole picture.
“What are you going to do next?” Elyria asked, interrupting my mental conversation.
“Tic suggests I try some of the other options,” I replied.  “We’ll get a level in each of the rest to figure out what kinds of things to expect from each tech tree.”
“Tech Tree?” Elyria asked. 
“Umm, that one will be easier to explain next time you’re in my head,” I answered with a laugh.  “For now, let’s see what this does.”
Streamlined Functions I – Your light slate now fades in and out of existence as a hologram and can be adjusted in size.
Streamlined Functions II – Further streamlines functionality.
4000Exp.
Most of that statement was self-evident as the physical stone tablet had dissolved as soon as I’d hit the button.  The explanation was hovering in the air where the tablet had been.
“That’s… useful?” Gill asked more than said.
“It may be,” I said.  “Let me see if I can figure out how it works.
I tried willing the words a bit further away from me, but nothing happened.              
“Try using hand gestures,” Tic advised.  “It seems to help modern Earth Humans with magic.”
I swiped my hand away from myself as if I were casting a phone image onto a television, and the light slate’s message instantly flew a few feet away and enlarged as if it were on a seventy-inch tv.  Fascinated, I pinched and spread my fingers.  The words shrank and enlarged with my motions drawing a delighted laugh from me.
“It’s certainly easier for us all to see,” Gill observed from where she’d pressed into my left side to see the small screen in my lap.
“It is,” I agreed.  “How about you sit in my lap now instead of the other way around, Vonna,” I suggested.
“My tail…” she muttered. 
“I don’t give a shit about your tail,” I assured her. 
“If you insist,” she growled, standing up and stepping over me to slide into my lap.
I sighed in contentment as I leaned back and put my arms around the other three, Gill on one side, Gretch and Elyria on the other.
“I’ll have to see if we can get any movies,” I mused when we were all comfortably viewing the large ‘screen.’
“What’s a…” Elyria began.
“Ask in my head,” I replied, happy not to have to try to explain concepts like movies using only words.
“Yes, Sir,” she replied, shooting me a smile.
I scratched her long, velvety ears.  She was on the outside of Gretch, and her ears were in easy scratching range.
She sighed and pressed her head more firmly into my hand.
“I’m going to skip the Identify option for now,” I said, navigating back to the main upgrade menu by flicking my index finger in the air as if I were using a touchscreen.   I quickly realized that it didn’t matter where my finger was pointed or what motion I used.  The holographic light slate would respond to my desire more accurately than my motions.
“I agree,” Skryvonna stated.  “You should spend all possible resources on things that will assist us in getting out of the immediate situation.  There will be no reason to identify items if we die here.”
“It may give us information about our enemies, Boss,” Tic informed me.  “I agree with Skryvonna, though.  There are better things to spend your points on… namely me.”
Elyria and Tic were both still a level behind the other two, so I could fix that.  I’d noticed that I’d unlocked bonus functionality at level five with some of the others, though, and I was eager to find out if level ten would unlock even more.
“You could just ask Skryvonna,” Tic pointed out.  “I believe she’s been level ten before.”
“Skryvonna, do you get any extra features when you hit level ten?” I asked, conceding Tic’s point.
“I believe you would get greaves in my armor form if you leveled me up to ten,” she replied.
“Greaves are pants, right?” I asked, starting to get excited.
“The thigh portion, yes,” Skryvonna answered, amusement clear in her voice.  “You get to choose between boots and sabatons for the shins.”
“I’m going to so fuck up some Swarm next time we fight them,” I declared.  I’d have been rubbing my hands together in glee if my arms weren’t otherwise occupied.
“They did like going after your legs,” Gill agreed, one of her hands falling to my thigh and running upwards only to be blocked by Skryvonna’s shapely ass in my lap.
I glanced over in time to catch her pout and pulled her in for a brief kiss before turning back to the light slate and checking my remaining Exp.
Total Experience Points: 50,675
Five-thousand experience points seemed like an acceptable price for the ability to level up my Summons instantly in any situation.  The enhancements to my light slate’s visual functions were a nice bonus as well. 
“Okay,” I said slowly.  “I’m going to try to get Skryvonna to ten, then spend anything left on you guys.  I wanted to make some more upgrades to the Nexus, but we’d have to live long enough to get back there for that to be relevant.”
“I agree,” Gill said.  “I’m interested to see what more levels will mean to me, but Skryvonna is your protection.  My war pick is already serviceable enough.”
“I protect you, too,” Gretch reminded me, pouting slightly.  “You can level up the bug, though.  I’m already perfect.”
“You all are,” I assured her, moving my hand from Elyria’s ears to squeeze her shoulder.
“I’m least important, I think,” Elyria spoke up.
“I don’t think so,” I disagreed.  “You give me pure speed and dexterity.  I very much want to level you up to see how fast I can truly get.”
“Oh… okay, Sir,” she murmured, blushing slightly.
I pulled up Skryvonna’s stats on the magical screen.
  Name: Skryvonna Voraxen
Level:7 (4800 exp until next level)   
                 Add EXP


Race: Greater Drider (Hexaxe Scorpion)
Gender: Female
Age: 44
Strength: 9
Agility: 14
Endurance: 12
Aptitude: 8
Intelligence: 10
Wisdom: 8
Durability: 14
Resistance: 11
Aptitude: 8
Luck: 4
Armor: Hexaxe Scorpion Chitin Plate

Category: Superb

Armor Type: Chitin

Effect: +5 to Agility 
+4 to Durability 
+4 to Resistance


Abilities:  Shadowmeld, Poison Sting


I grimaced a bit at the price of raising her to the next level but tapped my finger in the air to indicate I wanted to level her up anyway.  I skipped looking at the level eight stats, just checking the price to upgrade her again instead.
Name: Skryvonna Voraxen
Level:8 (9600 exp until next level)   
                 Add EXP

Gritting my teeth, I leveled her again.

Name: Skryvonna Voraxen
Level:9 (19,200 exp until next level)   
                 Add EXP
I hesitated, but I wanted thigh armor so bad.  Besides, the experience wasn’t doing me any good sitting in the bank.  Before thinking about it too hard, I tapped the icon once more.

  Name: Skryvonna Voraxen

Level: 10 (38,400 exp until next level)   
                 Add EXP


Race: Greater Drider (Hexaxe Scorpion)
Gender: Female
Age: 44
Strength: 10
Agility: 15
Endurance: 13
Aptitude: 9
Intelligence: 11
Wisdom: 10
Durability: 16
Resistance: 13
Aptitude: 8
Luck: 4
Armor: Hexaxe Scorpion Chitin Plate

Category: Superb

Armor Type: Chitin

Effect: +6 to Agility 
+6 to Durability 
+6 to Resistance


Abilities:  Shadowmeld, Poison Sting
Tic’s intelligence boost must have been at work because I immediately noticed two things.  The price to level had doubled each time, and the stat bonuses were non-linear.  I may have been smart enough to puzzle out that her stats and bonuses didn’t progress evenly at each level, but I couldn’t figure out exactly how they advanced on a level-by-level basis.  I’d have to go over the level notifications one at a time and try to figure it out later. 
I stood carrying Skryvonna with me to the center of the room.  She delighted me by giggling and grabbing onto my arms for stability in a surprising display of femininity.
“Would you equip up please, Babe?” I asked.
She twisted in my arms and pressed her lips against mine, whispering, “Thanks,” before complying and vanishing into black mist.
I felt the immediate, comforting pressure of her form-fitting, black armor encasing my body and sighed with relief when the sensation continued down to my knees.
I glanced down to see an elaborate belt and codpiece followed by smooth chitin that ended just below my kneecap.  The hinged knee plates themselves sported gracefully curving spikes modeled after Skryvonna’s own tail stinger.
I rapped on the codpiece and was satisfied when the pressure diffused away from my family jewels.
“I have even more control over the armor’s form now,” Skryvonna cooed.  She then demonstrated by having the codpiece gently caress my manhood.
“Good to know,” I mentally gasped, flinching and suddenly feeling exposed.
“Do not worry,” she laughed into my mind.  “I would not damage your rod… for my own sake as well as yours.”
“Glad we value the same things,” I managed to reply as the pressure eased up from around my shaft.
“Just think, Andric.  I’m the only one who can give you pleasure in the overworld without fully manifesting,” she teased.
I cleared my throat and focused as the rest of my women joined me.
“I hate to admit how sexy she makes you look,” Gretch declared while running a hand down the faux abs of my breastplate. 
Her caress continued south across the codpiece, and her expression darkened.
“I guess Scorp-Scorp can keep me away now,” she observed sadly.
With an audible click, my codpiece swung open on hidden hinges.
A radiant smile bloomed on Gretch’s face as she eagerly fondled me through my pants.
“Thank you, Skryvonna,” she purred, pressing her face against my breastplate.  “I promise to be extra nice to you from now on if you never stop me.”
My armor flowed off me, and Skryvonna materialized behind Gretch. 
“As long as he doesn’t object, I’ll never get in your way -- if we agree you never use that lust power on me,” Skryvonna stated, one pair of eyes raised imperiously.
“Agreed, I won’t use it on you… until you beg me to,” Gretch answered seductively while plastering herself to my body.
“That will never happen, so we are in agreement,” Skryvonna said, some of her usual attitude creeping back into her tone. 
“I think your armor is lovely,” Elyria gushed.  “I wish I were as useful.”
Skryvonna indulged in a superior smile at her compliment.
“Speaking of,” I said, drawing everyone’s attention and throwing numbers up on the screen.  “I still have some experience points to spend.”
Total Experience Points:
17,075
“You’re next, pretty bunny,” I declared as I pulled up her current stats.
Name: Elyria Forswift
Level: 6 (2400 exp until next level)                    Add EXP
Race: Arctic Lepun Pugilist
Gender: Female
Age: 22
Strength: 8
Agility: 10
Endurance: 7
Aptitude: 2
Intelligence: 5
Wisdom:3
Durability: 6
Resistance: 4
Luck: 3
           Weapon:  Faesteel Fist Blades
           Category: Rare
           Damage Type: Piercing/Slashing
            Effect: +9 to agility.  +4 if only one fist blade is equipped.
                        Abilities:  Shivering Flurry
Even though she was only level six, her stats and bonuses paled in comparison to the rest of my Summons.  To be fair, she was only green tier, but I couldn’t do anything about that right now if I wanted to keep my promise to Ceria.
I spent the experience to level her to the next level and checked her bonuses.  As I expected, she now gave me ten dexterity if I were wielding both fist blades, and five if I only wielded one.
In the spirit of fairness, I decided to level Tic once more to bring all the girls but Skryvonna to an even footing at level seven.  I hadn’t checked my own stats yet, but I was nervous about how much my perceived level was advancing with all these upgrades.  At some point, I planned to use the random location button again, and I didn’t want to be perceived to be at a higher level than what I could handle.  I didn’t bother looking at Tic’s stats before leveling her up.
Name: Ticcandrus Bailfrith
Level: 7 (4800 exp until next level)                   Add exp
Race: Straggoth Chronomancer
Gender: Female
Age: 643
Strength: 6
Agility: 8
Endurance: 5
Aptitude: 14
Intelligence: 15
Wisdom: 10
Durability: 6
Resistance: 8
Luck: 3
Accessory: Balefire Opal Pendant of Conjuring
Category: Rare
Damage Type: Blunt, Abyssal
Effect: +6 to Intelligence
  +5 to Aptitude
Spell:  Azrael’s Bola, Infernal Step
I couldn’t help but notice that though she was at the same level as Elyria, her stats were far more formidable due to her higher tier.  Still, if she were limited to physical combat, Elyria could probably cut her to pieces.
“It’s a good thing I’m not limited to physical combat then, isn’t it?” Tic crooned.  “That level-up feeling is positively addictive.  Once we get back to the Nexus, I hope you will let me properly express my gratitude.”
“Ceria first,” I thought, dodging the implied question.
Checking my remaining experience points balance, I noticed I only had 12,275 Exp remaining.  Still, that would buy a lot of low-level improvements to the Nexus.
“Everyone equip, please,” I said, breaking up some side conversations amongst the girls.
Moments later, I was standing alone in the red-mist chamber, fully armed and armored. 
I mentally equipped my pick and shield before taking a deep breath and checking my stats.
Name: Andric Graven
Effective lvl: 19
Race: Human
Gender: Male
Age: 20
Strength: 5 (10)
Agility: 4 (14)
Endurance: 4 (8)
Aptitude: 3 (8)
Intelligence: 5 (11)
Wisdom: 3 (3)
Luck: 4
Durability: 2 (17)
Resistance: 2 (16)
Weapon slots: 2/3
Armor slots: 2/3
Accessory slots:1/2
It would definitely be harder to kill me with the advanced defensive stats from upgrading Skryvonna.  I felt some relief that my effective level hadn’t passed twenty.  I also decided to focus on raising the tiers of my Summons once I bound Ceria and brought her level up to par.  It just seemed like common sense to raise my effective power without raising my actual level as much as possible.
“I have a question,” Gretch thought, breaking my internal statistical analysis.
“What’s that, Sweetie?” I responded, still distracted.
“Who are you going to wear, and who are you going to fuck?”




Chapter 3 – Charging the Hob

“That largely depends on you,” I replied, answering Gretch’s question.  “Can you absorb energy while you’re equipped?”
“I… don’t think so,” she replied, obviously thinking it over.  
“We’ll test it some other time,” I decided.  “You’re unequipping for the duration, but please stay equipped for now.”
“Gill, please unequip,” I thought, switching the target of my thoughts.
“Yes, Master,” she said as she appeared, still wearing nothing but a happy smile.
“Are you ready for your punishment?” I asked.
“Absolutely, Master,” Gill replied.
“Before you start,” Tic interjected in my mind.  “I can see what you’re planning, and I don’t think it’s enough.”
“Tic…” I thought back in warning. 
“Just hear me out, Boss,” She continued.  “I’m extremely good at figuring out what people want.  I’m a demon of excess, after all.  It’s also part of what makes me good at my job.”
“I’m listening,” I allowed, turning Gill away from me and rubbing her shoulders to buy time for the unexpected side conversation. 
“Keep your thoughts private to me, please,” Tic suggested before continuing.
“Most gnolls are into dominance games in the bedroom, as I’m sure Gill has explained to you.  They are usually a bit more brutal and less creative than your human BDSM games, but the core concept remains the same.”
“This doesn’t feel much like a punishment, Master,” Gill observed as I massaged her shoulders.
“Put your hands on the floor and arch your back,” I ordered, stepping away from her.   
“Yes, Master,” Gill responded, her voice breathy with sudden excitement.
A human woman may have difficulty complying with that request, but Gill’s lupine lower legs allowed her to bend at the waist and still easily arch her back with her hands flat on the floor.  The graceful curve of her back leading to her full ass reminded me of a pose that had once been popular on the internet.
“On second thought, spread your legs and go down to your elbows,” I ordered.
“Of course, Master,” Gill responded, instantly obeying the command. 
It took all my willpower to drag my focus back to Tic with Gill’s athletic, gray body fully exposed and stretched out before me.
“Gill is far more dependent on you than a typical Gnoll to her Alpha,” Tic continued.  “The small gestures of dominance you’ve shown her so far excite her, but she wants much more.  She longs to be used and owned by you.  I know you find the phrasing distasteful, but she feels safest and most loved when you push the boundaries of what you’re comfortable with.  You could literally use a bullwhip to lash her skin from her back, and it wouldn’t be enough to make her uncomfortable. 
“She experiences pain from your hands as pleasure.  She takes solace in turning off her brain and giving you complete control.  Don’t disappoint her with half-measures.  Overwhelm her senses to bring her true happiness.”
I mentally grunted to acknowledge Tic’s words as I thought them through.  There were definite lines I would never cross, but there was no harm in turning things up a notch to test Tic’s theories.
Gill’s body began to tremble slightly with anticipation in the center of the hazy, red room.  I had remained silent behind her for quite some time, and the uncertainty was clearly having an impact.
“Gretch, how well can you control your lust ability now?” I asked mentally.
“I’ve got it pretty much figured out, Chief.  I could always get better with practice, but I’m getting good at letting it out in smaller bursts.”
“Good.  Get out here and give Gill a small shot.”
I noticed Gretch had decided to leave her clothes behind when she appeared beside me.  She placed one finger on Gill’s straining ass and winked one big, violet eye at me.
“Umff,” Gill moaned as her ass and thighs broke out in goosebumps.
“Anything else, Chief?” Gretch asked.
“Not right now,” I replied with an appreciative smile.  “You can just stand there and look pretty.”
“Umm,” Gretch purred, reaching out to rub me through my pants.
I tweaked one acid-green nipple before bopping her on the nose with a finger and saying, “Wait your turn.”
“Yes… Master,” Gretch murmured with a slight pout.
“Don’t worry,” I chuckled while stepping forward and pressing myself into the cleft of Gill’s spread legs.  “You’re going to have fun and hopefully get an entire feast of lust.”
“I like the sound of that,” Gretch answered, her sly, crooked grin emerging.
Looking down, I finally gave the breathtaking sight before me the attention it deserved.  Gill’s head was low enough that her short hair brushed the hazy, red floor.  Her smooth back muscles arched sharply up to her flared hips and impossibly perfect, full ass.  She held her tail over her back, prominently displaying the wonders of her hairless, gray sex between her widely spread legs. 
After letting the tension stretch for a long minute, Gill asked, “Master?”
I brought my right hand down firmly on her shapely ass, drawing a startled yelp from her.
“Thank you, Master,” she panted.
I smacked the other cheek, drawing another yip of delight from my splayed-out wife, trailed by another murmured ‘thank you’.
“Did Gretch make you horny with her lust power?” I asked, rubbing the faint handprints on both of her full asscheeks.
“You made me horny, Master,” Gill protested.
“Did I?” I asked, feigning disbelief.  “I’d better check.”
“Yes, Master, you di-umfff…”
Her words trailed off into an intelligible grunt as I buried two fingers into her dripping pussy and curled them downwards to hook into her g-spot.  Whether it was my presence or Gretch’s powers, she was dripping with anticipation, and my fingers slid in easily.
“So fucking hot,” Gretch breathed, prompting me to realize she was on her knees just beside us, fingers already stroking her own swollen sex.
“You’ve been a very bad Gnoll, haven’t you?” I asked Gill, keeping my unmoving fingers inside her.
“I have, Master,” Gill whined as the back of her thighs began to tremble slightly.
“How?” I asked, flexing my fingers hard inside of her with the question.
 “Umph… I made plans without asking you first,” Gill panted.
“You did,” I agreed, smacking each asscheek hard with my left hand and flexing my fingers with each loud smack.
“Oh gods,” Gill groaned and started moving her hips to create friction on my immobile fingers.
“Bad girls don’t get to move,” I barked.
“Yes, Master,” she agreed, immediately stilling her ass, and I watched in satisfaction as her ribs expanded with her heavy breathing. 
“How else were you bad, Gill?” I asked in a conversational tone.
“I told the Crocs that you were going to conquer them,” Gill said, sounding both excited and miserable at the same time.
“You did,” I agreed. 
I landed four more quick spanks and massaged her g-spot hard with each blow.  The slight tremble in her legs increased, and her knees nearly buckled. 
“What should I do with bad, little gnolls who nearly ruin my plans?” I asked.
“Anything you want!” Gill cried out.  “I’ll make it up to you any way you want.  I’ll do anything.”
Gretch had crept under Gill’s spread legs and was nearly close enough to lick my occupied hand by this point. 
“Take out my cock, Gretch,” I ordered.
“Yes, Master,” she happily replied while obeying my command. 
“Do you want to suck it?” I asked.
“You have no idea how bad!” Gretch replied, pushing her head beneath Gill’s pubis and opening her mouth.  It would have looked silly if it weren’t so fucking hot.
“Good girls get what they want,” I said, taking a half-step forward and allowing Gretch to claim her prize.
I repeatedly curled my fingers against Gill’s sweet spot while allowing myself the luxury of focusing on the exquisite feeling of Gretch’s hot mouth and throat.
When Gill began to whimper and tremble, I smacked her ass a few more times, drawing sexy little yelps from her.
“Thank you, Master,” Gill panted again. 
I noticed she had sunk her pelvis down to Gretch’s head and partially supported herself on the backswept horns as I slowly fucked the hob-succubus’ mouth.
“Arch your back more,” I barked with another spank.
“Yes, Master,” Gill chirped, straining her thighs to get her ass higher in the air and her pelvis off Gretch’s head.
“Now listen to me, Gill,” I said once she had managed an awe-inspiring back arch.  “You are not allowed to cum.  Do you understand?”
“Yes, Master,” she replied, her voice tight with the strain of maintaining her position. 
I motioned Gretch away with my left hand.  She came off my shaft with a pop and a disappointed frown but crawled out from beneath us without complaint.
“Don’t move, Gill,” I instructed as I positioned myself to have maximum leverage and reinserted my two fingers.  Before starting, I willed Elyria’s fist blades to equip at my belt, substantially increasing my dexterity.
After sliding my left arm under her waist to help keep her steady, I vigorously stimulated her g-spot with my right hand.  I’d always been pretty good at giving g-spot stimulation, but with the superhuman dexterity allowed by Elyria, I could outperform even the highest-powered sex machines.  My fingers lightly pummeled her special spot with the speed of machine-gun fire.
Within seconds, Gill let out a shriek, and her ass began to sink down as her knees involuntarily buckled.
“Stay up,” I ordered sharply, whisking my hand away from her apex and waiting for her to reassume the position.
“Yes, Master,” she whimpered while forcing her spasming muscles under control and forming the sexy tripod of a body position I’d put her in.
“Don’t cum,” I reminded her as I again grabbed her waist, inserted my fingers, and resumed my operation in one smooth motion.
“Ah… ahh… ahhhh, Master, please,” she nearly screamed after only about five seconds. 
“Please, what?” I asked, slowing my movements to a slow stroke that caused her muscular ass to jump with each curl of my fingers.
“Please, may I cum?” Gill begged.
“Nope,” I said, straightening and turning away from her.
“Please come back,” Gill instantly begged.
“Gretch, lick her clit for me, but don’t let her cum,” I instructed, ignoring Gill’s plea.
“With pleasure, Master,” Gretch said, her violet eyes lighting up and spaded tail lashing in excitement.
I took a step back to admire the sight as my Hob-succubus crouched behind my trembling Gnoll. 
“Don’t let your ass fall,” I admonished when Gill’s hips started inching down in anticipation of Gretch’s kiss.
Gretch grabbed a firm, gray ass cheek in each green hand before snaking out her long tongue and gently lapping at Gill’s engorged pearl with agonizingly slow swipes.  Gretch didn’t even let her lips touch the swollen mound as she carefully lashed Gill’s sopping pussy.
After enjoying the view for a few moments, I walked around and crouched down before Gill, bringing my cock level with her face.
Gill’s golden eyes widened in an expression of tortured pleasure and need as they landed on my bobbing manhood.
“Please, Master, put it in my mouth,” she begged.  “I want to please you.”
“Nope,” I replied, reaching out my hands and sliding them up the pronounced muscles of Gill’s straining lower back.  “Only good girls get what they want.  You don’t deserve it yet.  I think I’ll give it to Elyria.”
“Yes, Master,” Gill pouted, genuine remorse in her eyes as I stood and my member disappeared from her view.
I smacked her ass a few more times, walking back around to her rear.
Gretch’s lavender eyes gleamed from where she was happily crouched below the V of Gill’s spread legs, her sinuous tongue still tracing slow patterns inside Gill’s dripping sex.
“Having a good meal, Gretch?” I asked the obviously delighted hob-succubus.
Gretch finished a languid lick before replying, “In every way, Master.”
“Please come out here, Elyria,” I requested internally.
The pale, buxom bunny girl appeared before me, already nude and smiling from ear to long, fuzzy ear.
I pointed down to Gill’s head and said, “Why don’t you take a seat.  Just scoot your fine ass under her face.  She’s been very bad, you see.  Now she must make everyone else cum before she’s allowed to.”
“Of course, Sir, um… or Master,” she said, stumbling a bit over the title.
“Whatever you’re comfortable with calling me in the bedroom,” I chuckled.   “Please just don’t call me Master if we aren’t playing.”
“Yes, Master,” she replied, her wide smile returning as she sank down before Gill’s straining face.
Gill was up on her elbows, her nipples grazing the ground, but it took a few moments for the bunny girl to get her thick thighs threaded through Gill’s arms and her lap positioned in an accessible place.
Once she managed to entangle their limbs into position, Gill instantly lowered her head to Elyria’s blue-tinted pussy and began slurping as if her life depended on it.
“Oh!” Elyria squeaked, her hands grabbing handfuls of Gill’s short hair for stability.
I carefully stepped over the two so that, looking down, I could see Elyria’s voluptuous, pale form and Gill’s frantically bobbing head.  Noticing my feet to either side of her shoulders, Gill grasped my ankles.
Elyria looked up, her ice-blue eyes locking on my cock before her.  She leaned forward and locked her cool, blue lips around the head without needing any instruction before sliding my shaft down her warm, tight throat.
“Fanks, Masma,” she cooed, her eyes happy and my cock forming a bulge in her throat under her beautiful, upturned face.
Before long, Elyria was matching Gill's pace.  The intensely erotic sight and the painfully pleasurable sensation sent me rushing towards my finish much faster than I wished.
“Equip Skryvonna,” Tic helpfully suggested, her own voice a bit breathy.  “She won’t want to join you all anyway.  Just will the armor into existence in the corner or something.”
My brain was too lust-fogged to make sense of the suggestion, but I didn’t see any harm in it, so I followed the demoness’ advice.
As soon as the chitin armor set appeared on the floor, my need to cum eased up by an order of magnitude.  The impossibly pleasurable sensation of Elyria’s efforts became muted by several degrees.
“I did not know that durability could do that,” Skryvonna mentally murmured.  “The demon bitch is not entirely wrong, though.  I do not want to join you all, but I want you to myself soon. As soon as we get home.  I do not care what you promised that lizard; she will just have to wait.
“I promise, and thank you,” I replied.
Once again able to form coherent thoughts, I reached a hand behind me at about waist level and found the smooth valley between Gill’s straining asscheeks. 
Still marveling at the sheer, sinful sex appeal of the Gnoll woman between my feet, I slid my fingers down over her puckered rosebud and then further until I felt the wet inferno of her sex. 
Gretch’s tongue brushed across my knuckles as I slid a finger into the sopping mess and coated it with the woman’s own dew and Gretch’s saliva.  Sliding my wet digit back up and towards myself, I began stroking Gill’s backdoor in rhythm with Elyria’s energetic bobs and slurps on my rod.
“Does that feel good, Gill?” I asked, my voice thick.
Gill pulled her lips away from Elyria’s lap long enough to respond with a warbling, “Yes, Master!”
“Do you want me to put it in?” I asked, a smirk forcing itself to my lips.  I had no idea if anal sex was even a common thing here.  I supposed it must be if even ancient Earth humans had a specific word for it.  The term sodomy comes from a Bible parable, after all.
“Please, Master,” Gill nearly shrieked, breaking me from my musing.
I eased my finger into her tight asshole, and she tried to buck back against it despite being at the absolute apex of stretch that her body would allow.
“Mmmuuuuph,” Gill moaned low into Elyria’s snatch.
Elyria’s blue eyes bulged at the vibration, and she redoubled her engulfing of my rod with a needy moan of her own.
“You’re starting to convince me you want to be a good girl,” I observed, struggling to keep my voice cool and detached.
I rhythmically fucked her ass with my finger and felt Gretch’s tongue stray up occasionally to add lubrication.  The whole impossible tangle of mental and physical stimulants was threatening my self-control, even with Skryvonna’s gift of advanced durability.
Elyria saved me from having to get a Hob-succubus recharge by popping my cock out of her mouth with a gasp.  I watched in fascination as her visible abdominal muscles constricted in orgasm beneath her heaving, pale breasts. 
“Oh, fucking gods,” Elyria whined, her voice low and tight as the contractions of a second orgasm hit her.
“Gillll…” she moaned through clenched teeth, her hands pulling at the Gnoll’s hair in a vain attempt to escape the tongue lashing.
Gill either didn’t hear or didn’t care, and Elyria didn’t have the strength to extract herself, especially with every muscle in her body firing off in intense orgasm.
“Oh.  Fuck.  Ahhhh…” Elyria shrieked each word as a nearly unintelligible syllable as she collapsed onto her back, her hips twisting to escape the onslaught.
Gill finally raised her head, her own panting and low moans creating an erotic backdrop to the shrill screams of Elyria’s pleasure.
“Master, I need to CUM!” Gill pleaded.
I carefully stepped over her bowed back, so I was no longer astride the trembling Gnoll.
I could see Gretch shooting her tongue out every two seconds or so to brush Gill’s engorged pearl ever so slightly.  Clearly, she couldn’t do more without causing the orgasm I’d forbidden Gill to have.
“You still have to make Gretch cum,” I admonished, smacking her ass twice.  Her straining cheeks were beginning to glow a sexy shade of red.
“Fuuuuck… hurry!” she cried, the swats apparently bringing her closer to the edge rather than easing her back from it as I’d intended.
“You heard her, Gretch,” I said.  “Take Elyria’s spot.”
Gretch helped Elyria crawl a few feet out of the way with surprising tenderness before expertly sliding her legs through Gill’s arms and presenting her own slick sex.
“Of fuck, that’s good, puppy,” Gretch cooed while lightly drawing her claws down Gill’s curved lower back.  “Have you been practicing without me?”
Gill lifted her face long enough to growl, “Shut up and cum!”
“Let’s make this a little more interesting,” I said while removing the rest of my clothes. 
Crouching enough to line myself up with Gill’s swollen and leaking sex, I pressed the head of my lance gently against her opening.
“Don’t cum,” I admonished again as I slid myself an inch or so into her pulsing tunnel.
“Oh, gods, fuck me, please, Master!” Gill wailed.
“I’ll do what I want with you, Pet,” I growled with another quick smack.  “You pay attention to Gretch’s pussy.”
“Umffff,” Gill groaned, her tongue already back at work.
I met Gretch’s sparkling, violet eyes over Gill’s arched body.  She was reclined on her elbows and obviously appreciating the attention Gill was showing her. 
Gretch’s gaze flicked down to Gill's trembling ass between us.  She lifted a hand as if to grab it but couldn’t reach, despite the steep curve of Gill’s back, bringing her ass fairly close to the back of her own head.
A sinister grin highlighted Gretch’s one exposed, little tusk as her long, spaded tail uncoiled from behind her and slid up the arch of Gill's back.
Understanding dawned on me as the spaded tip awkwardly probed Gill’s puckered asshole.  Obviously, Gretch didn’t have quite enough control of her tail to achieve what she wanted, and I briefly deliberated whether I should assist her or not.
Reaching out, I captured the spaded end of Gretch’s questing appendage and gave it a test squeeze.  The spade wasn’t sharp, and it contracted in my grip as if formed of soft cartilage.
“Fuck, that feels gooood,” Gretch groaned.  “The tip is really sensitive.”
I let my penis slip a couple more inches into Gill’s quivering depths before asking, “Does your body belong to me, Pet?”
“Wes, Masmer!” Gill practically screamed though she kept her mouth sealed around Gretch, obviously intent on making her cum as fast as possible.
I gently pulled Gretch’s tail to the limit, in order to carefully rub it against Gill’s clit a few times and soak it in the juices flowing out between our joining.
Both girls moaned, and Gill’s trembling increased to the point that she nearly fell over.
I glanced over and noticed that Elyria was up to her knees, looking somewhat recovered.
“Come over here and wrap your arms around Gill’s waist,” I instructed the bunny girl.  “Help her stay up.”
“Yes, Master,” Elyria replied, her full, blue lips curling into an excited smile.
Once her pale body was in position, her arms around Gill’s middle, and her pillowy breasts smashed into a firm, gray hip, I brought the tip of Gretch’s tail back to Gill’s ass.
Gretch just let her tail go completely limp and watched with wide eyes as I slowly inserted the tip of her spade into Gill’s ass.
“Fuck!” Gill screamed, her head popping up from between Gretch’s dusky green thighs.
“Does it hurt?” I asked.
“No, Master,” she panted.  “More, umlfff,” she trailed off with an unintelligible grunt as she dived back into her task with renewed vigor.
I eased myself the rest of the way into her pulsing pussy as I slowly worked the malleable spade of Gretch’s demon tail into her ass. 
Gill was letting out muffled, little shrieks, and her legs were trembling from her toes to her smooth ass.
“You remember the safe word, right, Gill?” I demanded.
“Fuck… safe… word!” Gill declared, punctuating each word with an aggressive lick of her long tongue.
Satisfied she was having as much fun as it seemed, I squeezed the spade of Gretch’s tail the rest of the way in and released it.  Gretch immediately twitched her tail in slight convulsions I could easily feel between the thin membrane separating it from my cock.
“Can I cum?!”  Gill wailed, her knees giving out.  Elyria grunted but held her in place with a lascivious smile.
“Not yet,” I said, my own voice tight with pent-up need.  Unlike Gill, I didn’t have the luxury of showing the incredible strain to hold up to the edging.  Not if I wanted to maintain my role. 
“Gretch hasn’t cum yet,” I reiterated.
Rather than answering, Gill redoubled her efforts while moaning little yipping moans.
“Good dog… almoooost,” Gretch hissed, her green body tight and her embedded tail flailing.
I couldn’t move my shaft inside Gill for fear of sending us both over the edge prematurely.  Gritting my teeth, I gripped Gill’s hips and held on for dear life as the trembling walls around me threatened to rip my very soul from my body.
“So gooo…. Ughhh,” Gretch wailed suddenly, every muscle in her tight, little body seizing in the throes of a titanic orgasm.  She curled around Gill’s still- bobbing head, gripping onto it and hugging the Gnoll’s mouth against herself as if her life depended on it.
Unable to hold back any longer, I roughly drew my hips back and slammed into Gill’s sopping sex.  I’d only thrust a few times when Gill’s already pulsing pussy began rapidly seizing around my cock with impossible speed and strength.
Determined to ride it out, I bit down on my lower lip nearly hard enough to draw blood.  Elyria grunted with effort as she struggled to keep the thrashing Gnoll’s lower body in place.
“Open your mouth, Elyria,” I panted, remembering that she enjoyed swallowing.              
Elyria opened her mouth wide, her azure eyes sparkling in delight.  Her head was level with Gill’s ass as she was hunched over the woman attempting to hold her in place through the ground-shattering orgasm.
As soon as Gill’s contractions subsided the tiniest fraction, I jerked myself free of her velvety grip and thrust myself down Elyria’s warm, tight throat.
Elyria let Gill fall to the ground, grabbing my hips and forcing me down to the base as I began unloading deep inside of her throat.  She was low enough that her sparkling, blue eyes never left my face as I unloaded into her for several long seconds.
“Thank you, Sir,” Elyria said with a cough and a giggle when I finally pulled myself from her throat.
I smiled down at her as I shook the post-nut haze from my brain and crouched down behind the trembling mess that was Gill.
“Equip up, please, Elyria,” I requested.  “I’m not quite done punishing Gill.”
“Of course, Sir,” she replied, instantly vanishing, her fist blades dully clinking as they appeared on the hazy, red floor behind me.
Without warning, I thrust two fingers into Gill’s sex and pummeled her g-spot for all I was worth.
“Gahhhh!” she shrieked, her hips rising from the ground and her body spasming as she hadn’t recovered from the first massive orgasm before I mercilessly drove her to another one.
“Masteeeeerrrr!” she cried when I didn’t stop as the second orgasm bled into another.
Gretch appeared out of the haze, wicked grin in place, and managed to get her face under Gill’s bucking hips.
“Don’t stop cumming,” I ordered, my fingers vibrating with the dexterity imparted from having both of Elyria’s fist blades equipped. 
“Pleeaaassssssse,” she begged.
Gretch began an oral advance of her own as Gill continued to wail and buck above her face.  I placed my off hand under Gill’s pelvis and used it to keep her from breaking Gretch’s nose with her frantic thrashing.
“Don’t stop,” I admonished again, though I was pretty sure Gill was long past being able to control her orgasms.
After a good three minutes that must have felt like an eternity to Gill, I gently removed my fingers and helped Gretch out so that Gill could splay out face- first in the warm, red mist.
Slick with sweat, her silver-gray body nearly shone in the dim, red light.  I crawled around to her upper half and gently lifted her head, laying it on my thigh.  After smoothing back her soaked and matted hair, I was treated with a lust-drunk smile that revealed her sharp teeth.
“Thank you, Master,” she mumbled as though she had a mouth full of cotton.
“Thank you, Pet,” I said, absently stroking the damp fur of one of her ears.  “Is that what you needed to feel better?”
“Umm,” she murmured in affirmation, her heavy, golden eyes drifting closed as she snuggled more firmly into my lap.
Gretch snuggled up to my other side with a girlish giggle and flopped bonelessly against me.
“Get charged up?” I asked with a smile while supporting her with my free arm.
“So much,” she drunkenly agreed.
I unexpectedly felt a tight, small-breasted body slide into my back, and one of Skryvonna’s mocha legs threaded between Gretch and me to curl around my waist.
“Lean back, Andric,” she instructed in her imperious tone.  “You need to rest before we cancel the spell.”
Elyria appeared before me and slid herself between the multicolored limbs until she could land a peck on my lips.
“That was very fun, Sir,” she declared with her gentle smile.  “I’d be happy to help you punish Gill any time.”
“Next time, I’m punishing you,” Gill’s thick voice drifted up from my lap.  “Don’t mistake Andric using you to punish me as anything but what it was.  I’m still the Alpha wife.”
“Of course, Mistress,” Elyria said, bending down to kiss one of Gill’s ears where she lay in my lap.
“Go to sleep,” Skryvonna commanded, breaking up the touching and surprisingly arousing display. 
“Don’t be jealous, Scorp-Scorp,” Gretch laughed.  “I’ll get him ready again, and we’ll all go into his head if you need some alone time with him.”
“Save your power for our enemies,” Skryvonna said, her voice tight.  After a second, she added, “I appreciate the offer, though.”
“Awww,” Gretch cooed, stretching behind me and making kissing sounds where I couldn’t see.
“Ugh, get your slutty lips away from me,” Skryvonna protested. 
“Okay,” I laughed from my place inside the tangle of limbs.  “Don’t tease Skryvonna.  She’s trying very hard to be nice to you.”
“I wasn’t teasing,” Gretch sulked, settling back down in my lap.  “I just wanted to show her how much I appreciate it.”
“She knows,” I sighed, my eyelids growing heavy as my exertions caught up with me.   “Let’s take a nap, then go jump off a cliff.”




Chapter 4 – Base Jumping

The shouts of troops and stomping of feet washed over me as I reappeared on the Firetail butte.  The blue wall shuddered with impacts as the pursuing zombies slammed into it less than a second after my arrival.  Getting my bearings, I dashed towards the rim once again.  The buildings blurred as I was finally able to pick up speed without fighting my way through gathered soldiers.
There were still soldiers in the path, but my repeated use of Abyssal Step had apparently put me ahead of the alarm.  Most of the troops just glanced at me with confusion and indecision as I dashed past them before they could decide what to do about me. 
After two solid blocks of progress, a small squad did decide taking the initiative was preferable to hearing orders, and they barred my way before I passed them.  Short spears were leveled in my direction, but no one shot or threw anything.  I considered repeating the giant hyena trick when a blinding, blue light arced into the ground, missing my right shoulder by a hair's breadth. 
"What the fuck!" I shouted, dodging to the right. 
"Pale bitch, floating behind us and gaining," Gretch reported.
"Scatter the soldiers, Vonna and Gill," I ordered as I dove to the ground and spun so that I could see behind me.
The dive saved me from being decapitated by another blue shaft of light.  My armor and weapon vanished as my women hit the ragged spear wall like a pair of wrecking balls, judging from the sound.
Raising both hands, I pointed my index fingers at the floating woman and launched Azrael's Bolas as fast as the spell would discharge. 
The first missed entirely.  The second whirling projectile hit and engulfed a blue shield that the woman threw up before her.  The black weights at the ends of the whirring abyssal chains impacted and shattered the magic shield just in time for the third bola to blur by and slam into the floating, wraithlike woman.
I made out the clank of chains over the din of combat behind me just before the spiraling ends came to rest, shackling the white woman's arms to her sides. 
She let out a satisfactory shriek as she tumbled from the air, her gauzy, purple robes trailing her like an absurd comet’s tail.
Springing to my feet, I yelled, "Equip!” at the top of my lungs as I dove into the soldiers' shattered formation. 
My wives obediently vanished from the melee as I sprinted into the least-congested part of the blocking formation, fist blades at the ready.
The first soldier I encountered had been readying his gladius to chop into Gill's, suddenly non-existent, back and was left overextended and unable to avoid my rush.  I punched out, intending to pierce his heart, but my blades skittered along the upward slope of his chest plate and drove into his skull, beneath his chin. 
A female Roman Centurion wannabe reacted faster than the others and stabbed at me with her spear as I dispatched her squadmate. 
"Die," Skryvonna snarled in my head, ejecting a poison dart from my armor before I could react. 
The soldier dropped her weapon and scrabbled at her throat.  I just caught the macabre image of frothy, pink foam coming from her lips as I shouldered her aside and emerged into the clear street again.
Pouring on the speed, I managed to clear the last of the buildings before the rim without further interruptions.
The ‘docks’ around the rim were crawling with soldiers.  However, most of them seemed to be occupied with raising or lowering personnel and equipment from the ground.  Not pausing to second-guess myself, I went for an all-out, hundred-meter dash as I neared the fast-approaching edge.
A few less-busy soldiers glanced up at me curiously, but no one tried to stop me as I flung myself from the rim.  I had to smile at the extreme distance I managed to fly away from the rim before gravity exerted its inexorable influence over my body.
Then I looked down. 
The ground around the Firetail butte was packed with tents, crawling with Tormian troops, and very, very far below me.
My balls crawled up inside my body, and my sphincter attempted to eat my rough underclothes as my plummet to the surface began in earnest.  I nearly cast Abyssal Step to escape the fall but managed to resist the impulse.
The ground seemed to rush at me with the speed of one of those supersonic monorail trains as gravity really got its hooks in deep, and my free fall accelerated beyond sanity. 
Gritting my teeth, I tried to accurately gauge the distance to the ground as the wind whistled past my ears.  Thirty feet didn’t seem like a difficult distance to measure until you were falling at 150 feet per second with no parachute. 
The sides of the butte blurred with the speed of my fall.  A tent seemed to rush at me at a thrown javelin’s speed, going from a small, white circle to filling my vision in a fraction of a second.
Unable to take it anymore, I cast Abyssal Step.
I fell for another fraction of a second before softly impacting the billowy mist that composed the ‘floor’ of my personal bubble of null time.  The floor caught me like the world's softest trampoline, stretching until all my downward momentum bled away, and then it slowly bounced me back to the surface before stilling.  I lay panting and euphoric with relief. 
“Fucking hell,” I muttered, sitting up and checking myself over for wounds. 
“We should rest and recharge our abilities again,” Skryvonna suggested.
“Nope,” I answered aloud.  “I’ve got to go now before the adrenaline wears off and I decide to live the rest of my life in here.  There’s no way I want to face that fall again cold.  I have two more uses of Abyssal Step if I fucked up the distance this time.”
“You didn’t,” Tic giggled.  “That little bit of falling you did before hitting the mist was the remaining distance to the ground.  I don’t think you could have timed it better if you had a hundred tries.”
“I was about to shout for you to use the spell,” Skryvonna added. 
Relief so intense my skin tingled with goosebumps washed over me like the world's most soothing tidal wave.
“Thank Belonnia, Tornam, Jesus, and Tom Cruise for that!” I breathed.
“Who’s… oh.” Tic began before interrupting herself.  “You shouldn’t joke about the Gods, boss.   Never know when they’re going to take offense.”
“If they’re worth worrying about, they won’t take offense to that,” I muttered as I finally struggled onto my shaky legs.
“Are we really going to live?” Gretch asked cautiously. 
“The fall certainly isn’t going to kill us, at any rate,” Tic answered.
“I couldn’t look down,” Elyria sheepishly admitted.
“I did,” Gill thought, though her mental voice sounded shaken.
“Can we do it again when there’s not an entire army trying to kill us?” Gretch practically cheered.  “That was fun as fuck.  Well, not quite, but as close as it gets.”
“You can do it alone,” Skryvonna thought grumpily.
“I can’t use the spell, though,” Gretch pouted.
“Then go splat and meet Andric back at the nexus,” Gill deadpanned.  “I’ll be quite happy never doing that again.”
“Me too,” Elyria agreed, not sounding much better than Gill.
I smiled at the banter as my women’s presence brought my pounding pulse down faster than anything else could.
“If Andric ever binds me, I could fly you up in the air and drop you,” Tic volunteered.
“That’s enough,” I admonished through an involuntary chuckle.  “Everyone ready to go back?  I don’t want to go back cold regardless of if the falling is over or not.”
After a chorus of mostly affirmative responses, I canceled the spell.
Dim light and a musty smell confused me for an instant before I placed the scent and almost grinned with nostalgia.  Not that it was a pleasant smell.  No one who’s ever been on a field exercise and spent their nights in a GP medium Army tent would call that particular blend of body odor and wet canvas pleasant; but once you smelled it, you never forgot it. 
As odd as it was for that smell to trigger such a vivid memory, it seemed stranger still that the scent of military tents crossed all boundaries of time, distance, and afterlife death game.
“Who the fuck are you?” a gruff voice floated up from one of the cots silhouetted in the dim interior.
Heh, it must be the night shift, I thought. 
“Check the damn light slate,” Skryvonna insisted.  “We may be out of combat.”
Jarred from my momentary loss of focus, I willed the screen into existence before my eyes just in time to see the ‘Return to Nexus’ button fade from bright blue to a dull gray. 
“Fuck!” I muttered as I dashed out of the tent.
“Close the fucking flap, asshole!” the disgruntled voice in the tent shouted right before a blue beam shot through the top of the tent and detonated, blasting the sides of the canvas out behind me.
“Sucks to be them,” Gretch giggled, displaying her growing comfort with my modern vernacular and a shocking amount of gallows humor.
I couldn’t help but laugh with the delirious hob-succubus as I bolted through the tent city at the base of the Firetail butte.
“Pale bitch is back on us,” Gill reported. 
“Figured,” I responded without looking back. 
I started jogging in and out of the tents randomly, drawing stares and shouts from the throngs of milling soldiers of various races.
“She’s closing in,” Skryvonna called.
“You’re up, Gill,” I thought as I slid between the two nearest tents and pulled to a stop.
The pale woman streaked around the corner like an avenging superhero, only to meet Gill’s massive spectral hyena’s maw.  Gill herself growled within my mind as the beast snared the woman out of the air and shook her like a mouse. 
My relief was short-lived when a pale, slender arm wrapped around the beast’s maw and blasted a blue light into its glowing, golden eyes. 
“Go!” Gill shouted into my mind. 
I caught a brief glimpse of the woman falling to the ground as the spectral substance of the giant hyena unraveled around her.  Putting my head down, I sprinted away from the butte with everything I had.
“I hope that bought us enough time,” Skryvonna commented, her mental voice tight with worry.  “I have used my Poison Sting, and Shadowmeld is not very useful in broad daylight.”
I glanced over at the screen that I’d left up but moved to my peripheral vision and was disappointed to see that my escape button was still grayed out.  Whatever the pale woman’s status was, she wasn’t out of the fight.  That, or someone else was taking aim at me. 
A pilum hit me in the back. 
My armor stopped it from skewering me, but it did cause me to lurch a step, and the point penetrated my armor enough to jab me.
“Sorry, Chief,” Gretch said.  “Bastard stepped around a corner and launched before I could warn… dodge left!”
I jerked to the left just in time for another pilum, this one glowing sickly green, to streak by on my right.
Growling, I focused on my legs and tried to eke out just a bit more speed.
“The remaining zombies just went over the rim,” Gretch reported.
“Soldiers are taking up chase,” Elyria thought at nearly the same time.
“You have to get out before the entire army realizes you are an enemy,” Skryvonna thought helpfully.
“I’d have never figured that out,” I mentally chided.
The home button taunted me with its muted, gray outline as I approached the edge of the camp.  Unfortunately for me, Scott’s army had taken a page out of the original Roman playbook and set up a defensive perimeter, complete with makeshift walls and a healthy contingent of guards.
“Fuck!” I snarled, eyeing the twenty-foot-tall palisade walls.
I’d never make it through the gates, but switchback stairs led up the wall at intervals.  I could definitely jump up to the first landing, then over the palisade.
“They’ve seen you,” Gretch called.  “I’ve got ‘em.”
Gretch appeared crouched before me and extended her hands to the soldiers who were now turning around to look into the camp, confusion written on most of their faces.
Her spaded tail snapped as her lust power flooded out of her like a tidal wave.  It hit me, too, but my high resistance saved me from turning into a gibbering mess… barely. 
Even knowing what was happening, I couldn’t help but slow and rake my eyes over Gretch’s lithe form.  The way her body filled out those strappy, black clothes…
“Fucking run!” Skryvonna shrieked into my mind. 
Several soldiers jumped from the top of the wall, all of their gazes fixed on my incredible, little hob-succubus as she swayed in the path.  Screams of pain arose from those who had broken limbs in their ill-advised attempt to get at the object of their obsession.  Some of the wounded still rose and tried to get to Gretch, dragging injured legs and cradling broken arms. 
Gretch’s entire body language spoke of lust and acceptance, though the message never reached her eyes.   Her violet eyes were as hard as chips of amethyst as her hand stroked the hilt of the shortsword at her hip.
The stairs were suddenly congested with soldiers of both sexes attempting to dismount the wall, as those who hadn’t simply jumped came around enough to start moving again.  Swords and spears were discarded as they made their way down.  Some simply paired off as soon as they hit the ground, savagely tearing the armor from each other to get to the flesh beneath.  Others unerringly headed for my wife. 
I leapt ten feet in the air, landing on a switchback in the stairs.  Some soldiers tried to bowl me over, but they were easy to stiff-arm off the stairs, so great was their focus on Gretch. 
I jumped again, landing atop the walkway along the top of the makeshift wall.  Glancing back, I nearly hopped back off the wall as the first troops had reached Gretch.
“Don’t,” Tic warned.  “She can return whenever she wants.”
I gritted my teeth as the mob trampled the wounded in its haste to lay a hand on my fucking wife.  It was nearly unbearable, but Tic was right.  Gretch had this.
As the lead soldier reached out a trembling hand, Gretch simply vanished.
“I was going to kill them,” Gretch thought happily, once again in my mind.  “But then I remembered our goal was to escape, so I guess we’ll have to kill them later.”
“Summoner, incoming,” Gill announced.  “Why won’t they just give up?!”
I glanced back to see the dark-haired woman who’d been standing with Scott, soaring towards me on great batwings.
“God’s damn them!” I swore in frustration as I jumped from the top of the wall.
I landed with my feet together and allowed myself to roll with the fall like a good little paratrooper.  Once I stopped rolling, I sprang to my feet and resumed my mad dash away from the camp.
Glancing at the light slate floating near my head, I saw I still couldn’t port home.
“She’s gaining,” Gill warned.
With a sigh of resignation, I slid to a stop and spun to face the winged woman.  We’d beaten her before; we could do it again.
I raised my hands to attempt to snare her out of the sky with Azrael’s Bolas, but I paused when the woman screamed and held up her own hands, almost like she was surrendering.  I held my fire as she approached but was only a breadth away from launching spinning disks of infernal damnation at the slightest provocation.
“You’re on the wrong side, asshole!” the woman screamed as she closed to hearing distance.  “I keep trying to tell you!”
“Fuck this,” I muttered, firing off a bola before turning and sprinting away again. 
“Missed her,” Gill reported.
“Duck!” three voices shouted at once.
I instantly dived to the ground as a gout of fire raged over me, the sting of the flame not entirely missing me.
Rolling on my back, I fired off another bola as the woman swooped past me, though she banked and easily dodged it.
“Goddamit, you fucking idiot!” the woman raged as she slowed her flight.  “I’m not trying to kill you!  Just calm the fuck down!”
“Could have fooled me.  Gouts of fire aren’t the universal sign of peace where we’re from,” I growled, summoning the Obsidian Eye and Gill’s war-pick to hand.
“The human players need to stick together!” the woman shrieked as she hovered about ten feet away.  Her lone figure was the only thing standing between me and freedom.
“Whatever,” I laughed harshly.  “I think I’ll just chill out by myself, thanks.  Torm seems like it’s full of slavers and murderers.”
“That’s conquest!” the summoner woman snarled.  “It’s necessary.  You don’t know what else is out there!”
“I don’t give a fuck either,” I snapped back.  “Scott murdered my wife somewhere along his rise to power.  I don’t give a fuck if Cthulhu is coming for all humans.  I’m going to kill that asshole!”
The woman barked a laugh, her pack-a-day rasp reminding me of some of my least favorite people back on Earth.
“You don’t get it!” she yelled, floating closer.  “They’re all just NPCs!  The Gods and the players are the only real people.”
“Are you saying this is a fucking simulation?” I demanded, definitely not believing that shit.
“A what?  No.  Not exactly.  It’s just that none of these other people matter.  The Gods don’t care what they do.  They’re just here to spice up the gameboard.”
“So, you know they are real people and still think of them like animals?” I demanded, now angry and confused.
“Wake up, Mike, or whatever your name is.  You’re not a human anymore.  You’re a fucking player.  A demigod.  With the tools available, you can become more powerful than you’ve ever imagined.  I wouldn’t give a fuck about you, but humans aren’t the only players in the world.  We need all the competent players we can find in the guild.  Why do you think you’re still alive?  You think Scott was incapable of killing you as soon as you appeared?”
“He just wanted to know where the rest of the Firetails were so he could enslave them,” I spat.
“He wants you to join the fucking guild, asshole!”
“Why would I ever do that?  I’ve met other players.  They were way less annoying than you and yours.”
“Not fucking natives, saurian, or whoever else you’ve met.  Unless you’ve befriended a Null, you don’t know what you’re fucking talking about.”
“What the fuck is a Null?”
“Ummm… Chief….” Gretch interrupted.
“What is it?” I mentally asked while keeping an eye on the haggard woman before me.
“The soldiers are coming for you and...”
I glanced up and saw the army spilling from the open gates a few hundred yards behind me but missed hearing what else Gretch said.
I launched twin bolas at the woman, one right behind the other.
Her minotaur appeared before me, blocking the projectiles with his body.
“Fucking die, then!” the woman shrieked, floating above her minion, an ugly snarl on her face as she rose. 
She opened her mouth and breathed actual fucking fire at me.
I got my shield up before my face, blocking the narrow torrent of fire spewing from the woman’s lips.
My armor vanished, and the heat immediately seared my flesh.  I started to protest until I glanced back and saw Skryvonna, in war form, rolling across the ground with a tall man that seemed to be made of trees and vines. 
Elyria appeared near the struggling pair, her crescent-shaped fist weapons lashing out with blurring speed to snip off any piece of vegetation that emerged from the tangle of thrashing bodies. 
The bitch had taken a page from my own book and distracted me from the front while summoning a minion behind me.
“Kill that bitch,” I thought to Gill, still blocking the unending torrent of fire with the Obsidian Eye.  My skin was starting to blister and burn from the residual heat, but I’d heal.  I just had to get back home.
As Gill appeared behind the floating woman, her wings disappeared, and her flame breath abruptly cut off as a dragon-man appeared, blocking the swing of Gill’s club with a wicked, curved sword.
The summoner, who’d swooped within a foot of the ground, dropped with a grunt but managed to keep her feet.
I dashed forward, intent on decapitating her with the Eye, but the minotaur disentangled himself in time to step in my way.  The bolas had apparently been fired from too close to snare him properly.
I slammed the razor-sharp rim of my shield into his leg, but without Gill equipped, I didn’t do nearly the damage I’d hoped to do.  Rather than removing the leg at the thigh, I lodged my shield about six inches deep in his quadriceps. 
The big man roared and took a swing at me with his axe, but I was already flinging myself backward, realizing that a melee fight with the massive bull-man would be a fast way to a painful death without my gear and buffs.
I leapt to my feet, summoning my shield to hand and leaving a gruesome wound in the minotaur’s leg, not that he showed any sign of slowing down as he lowered his head and charged.  Without my gear, I had neither the strength nor the agility to deal with him, so I did the only thing I could.  I cast Abyssal Step.
The red mist of the Abyssal pocket instantly replaced the overworld around me.
I mentally reached for my Summons, but I could already tell that Tic and Gretch were the only ones with me.
Panic rose in my throat at what I may have done to my wives, and I started to cancel the spell immediately.
“Wait!” Tic’s mental yell brought me up short.
“I have to go back for them!” insisted my adrenaline-soaked brain far beyond reason.
“They are fine!  No time has passed,” Tic frantically assured me.
“You better be right,” Gretch growled.  “We need to get back, Chief.”
“Just think for a second,” Tic urged.  ”By all means, go back, but there isn’t any hurry.  Form a plan.  I can barely see out there.  Tell me what’s going on.”
I took a deep breath and steadied myself.
“Why can’t you see very far, Tic?” I asked after a few seconds.  “You’re the same level as most everyone else.
“Our vision radius is affected by level and bond strength.  Much more by bond strength.  Haven’t you noticed that Gretch has been giving you the most distant information?”
I hadn’t, but it made sense when I thought about it.
“It doesn’t really matter,” I said after thinking for a few seconds.  “I just need to get behind the minotaur and kill it.  Then we kill the summoner bitch and escape the army long enough to get home.”
“What about the army in front of us?” Tic asked.
“What!?” I exclaimed.
“I told you, there’s a fuck-ton of riders coming in hard on our position,” Gretch explained.
I groaned and sank to my knees.  All I had to do was escape combat for a single second to escape this nightmare of a situation.  Why was it so difficult?
“I must have missed it in all the fighting,” I breathed.  “It doesn’t really change anything, though.  We have to get past the summoner before we can come up with a plan to escape this new army.”
I felt Gretch’s spirits sink and reached out to her core with a comforting tendril of reassurance through our bond.
“We only need to get free for a second,” I thought, trying to put a brave face on the situation.  “We can do this.   Just have to get past the summoner and out of sight for one second.”
“Let’s go get our wives,” Gretch thought, fierce determination blooming in her core and spreading through our connection to fill my blood with fire.
“Let’s,” I agreed, moving to where I estimated I’d be behind the bull-man and rearing back my shield to strike before dropping the spell.
My world went from calm red mist to blurring motion, blood and dust in a sickening lurch when the spell dropped away.
Targeting the same leg I’d already damaged, I swung for the fences with both hands locked around the center strap of my shield.
The rim sank through muscle with ease before jarring against the colossal man’s thick femur with enough force that my hands went numb, despite the considerable durability buffs Gretch alone gave me.
The minotaur bellowed in pain and lashed out with his fists as he fell to the ground.
A fist the size of my chest blasted me off my feet.
“Drogar!” the summoner woman screamed somewhere nearby.
I popped up after rolling across the rocky ground just in time to see the minotaur disappear, leaving nothing behind but a bloodstain in the dirt.
Skryvonna and Elyria rushed the woman, apparently having dispatched the tree man.
“Pesh!” the woman called.
The dragon-man fighting Gill abruptly disappeared, and the summoner sprouted wings, jumping into the sky.  The batlike wings flared out with a snap, and she rose into the air.
“Fuck you!” She screamed at me before glancing nervously over my shoulder.  “Next time I see you, you die!”
With that, she took off back towards the butte like a shot.
“Equip!” I called to my wives as I glanced in my periphery to see the ‘Return to Nexus’ button glowing a bright shade of blue.
“Wait!” Gill called just before I could mentally press the button and release myself from this nightmare.
“I think,” Gill continued.  “Yes… It’s the Herd!”
My emotions whiplashed when her words sank into my brain.
“They’re on our side?” I asked slowly.
“It’s the army Trakka was putting together!” Gill cheered.
I slowly spun and raised my head to gaze upon this mystery army for the first time.
Hundreds upon hundreds of riders galloped towards me.  No, not riders… centaurs, though each seemed to bear a rider, as well.  Colorful penates steamed out over the mass of calvary as they came thundering down a hill.
Now that I was paying attention, a deep, bass rumble like distant thunder reached my ears.  I stood gaping at the sight as the thunder grew louder and louder.  Soon the very ground beneath my feet began to tremble.
I started to hit the escape button to get out from before the onrushing horde, but one rider separated from the pack and beelined straight for me.
I chuckled a bit as they approached, imagining the centaur was what you’d get if you mixed Jason Momoa with a Budweiser Clydesdale.  The giant man-horse hybrid was nearly upon me before I recognized the tiny rider on his back.
“Where’s my daughter?” Trakka demanded as soon as she was in shouting distance.
“She’s safe in my Nexus,” I answered, laughing with relief to see a friendly, or at least allied, face.
“I am Ironshanks, human,” the Centaur introduced himself as he slowed his approach to a trot.  “Trakka tells me you’re a player.  My thanks for bringing the Tormian army out into the open for me.”
The big dude laughed like an avalanche as I spun to see the Tormian army in a vast clusterfuck as they all tried to get back inside the gates at once.
“You’re welcome,” I replied with a chuckle.
“The butte!” Gretch exclaimed.
I looked up to see a single boulder tumbling down the side of the steep mini-mountain.  Following its trajectory, I found a cave with, no… it couldn’t be.
Inside the cave mouth, a cluster of tiny figures huddled around a single object.  I was too far away to hear, and the wall stopped me from seeing, but I could easily imagine the manic, needle-toothed grins of the tough, little gremlins operating the pneumatic Gatling gun as they spewed death from high on the mountain.
“Is that…” Trakka started.
“It sure is!” I cheered.  “They were in the fucking mountain the whole time!”
The rest of the herd began thundering by, aiming at the disarrayed group of soldiers around the gate.  Each Centaur bore a rider.  Gremlins, bear-people, catkin, and races I hadn’t even met yet steamed by on the backs of the massive equine people.
“Shit!” I yelled over the din.  “Fucking Scott’s up there with a ton of his elite troops.  I’ve got to get back through the bind point and close it before he brings in reinforcements!”
“Scott’s up there?” Ironshanks repeated in disbelief.  “This is too good!  Hold on tight, Trakka!” he bellowed before joining the herd as they descended on the hapless Tormian troops gathered around the gate.
“Never a dull moment,” Gill declared with a mental chuckle as I reached for the button to finally return us home.




Chapter 5 – Starfire

“Welcome home, Betrothed,” Ceria said happily, smiling as we appeared in my cluttered portal room.  She stood browsing something on the auction slate nearby.  “That didn’t take lon…” She trailed off when she glanced over her shoulder and caught sight of me.             
“What happened?” the kobold woman demanded, rushing over and clutching my burned arm.
Wincing, I replied, “Scott was waiting for us at Firemont.  Would you please gather everyone and ask them to meet us in the great room?”
“I’ll help,” Tic declared, appearing mid-air with her typical pirouette, though her larger, sexy, pink body and four arms turned the action from a cute, little quirk to a sensual and bizarre display of grace and femininity. 
Her wings couldn’t be responsible for her hovering flight as they hardly beat within the confined space.  I was still entranced, staring at her new form as she shot through the door and out of sight.
“I think she’s earned the right to join the family,” Gretch observed, appearing and stretching her back as if she’d been doing some heavy lifting.
“Seconded,” Gill spoke up from beside me, her expression contemplative as her eyes remained on the door Tic had exited.
Skryvonna emerged, stepping from her signature black mist to add, “I know you do not fully trust her, Andric.  Still, she seems serious about helping us with her knowledge, experience, and ability.  Bind her closer to you while you have the chance.  I would not want her to become bitter at the constant rejection and start hindering us.”
While I didn’t want to base a relationship on such pragmatic foundations, I couldn’t deny the truth of their words.
“What about you, Elyria?” I asked, curious whether the vote would be unanimous.
“I wouldn’t presume to tell you who to include in the family, Sir,” the voluptuous bunny girl said, appearing in a low curtsy before me, causing her hair and ears to obscure her face.
I stepped forward and raised her chin with the edge of my hand until her ice-blue eyes met mine. 
“You get as much of a vote as everyone else,” I said softly.  “No one is joining the family without unanimous acceptance from everyone.”
A faint blush crept up my bunny wife’s pale face before she answered, “I want what you want, Sir.  If you want her, then so do I.  If you don’t, then I don’t.”
Gretch’s spaded tail lassoed Elyria’s hips, and she pulled the lepun woman close enough to catch with an outstretched arm.
“You heard Princess Bunny,” Gretch giggled while snuggling into Elyria’s side.  “It’s unanimous.”
“Good to know,” I beamed, grinning at the way my much-smaller wife manhandled the larger bunny girl.  It was apparent Elyria didn’t mind in the slightest. 
“We’ll discuss it later,” I added as I walked through the arched doorway into the great room.  “We need to hurry and get back to Firemont before that asshole closes the bind point.”
“If he gets the time,” Gill murmured.  “Those centaurs weren’t fucking around.”
Bo’urk and Arentha scampered into the room, excitedly chatting about ballista and attachment points.  Trenah trundled in soon after.  The croc girl offered me a wide smile that wilted as she noticed my slightly charred state.
Tic swept back into the room, folding her wings to shoot through the door before swooping to her feet.  She tried to land in a graceful trot but stumbled over her feet and nearly fell into me.  I caught her on reflex, and she giggled as her four arms wrapped tightly around me.  Her orange eyes glowed as she leaned in close.
“Oh, I’m so glad to be full size now, Boss,” she drawled, her pink body molded against mine.  “I haven’t had much time to practice maneuvering at this size yet.  I’m sure you understand, right?”
Her unexpected embrace had rendered me mute, but I shook it off.
“I’m sure that’s what it was,” I said, smirking.  I patted her back a few times before releasing her and turning around to see Purple helping Mara and Court into the room. 
“Scott was at Firemont,” I announced once everyone was seated.  There were gasps around the room, but I pushed forward before anyone could ask questions. 
“He ambushed me as soon as I stepped through the bind point.  I don’t know if he knew specifically that I was coming, or if he simply planned to snatch any player who came through.  I’m going on the assumption he set up the bind point to allow anyone through and just set his undead minions to guard it.”
“He may not have full control of the town,” Skryvonna interjected.  “If Lastra and a sizable portion of the Firetail tribe are in the mountain, then he might not control the bind point.”
“Either way,” I said, nodding to acknowledge her theory, “his forces control the butte now.”
“No!” Mara shouted, struggling to her feet.
“I’m afraid so,” I said sadly, walking over to put an arm around the distraught rakkin woman’s shoulders.
“Arentha, your mother showed up at the head of an army of centaurs and a bunch of other tribes just as we escaped.  I have no idea how she got there so fast or why, but they were riding into battle as of about two minutes ago.”
The gremlin woman sprang to her feet, her expression worried.  Bo’urk stood with her and placed a comforting hand on her shoulder.
“I’m going back through the bind point to try and prevent Scott from using it to bring reinforcements through,” I explained.
“You should go to our pack and grab some warriors,” Gill suggested from behind me. 
“I think our pack has lost enough warriors in the last few days,” I lamented.
“Idiot man,” Skryvonna snapped.  “Every gnoll in your new sect would kill for a chance to face Scott in battle.  You will kill us all if you try to do this by yourself.
“All right, but we need to hurry,” I allowed.  “The tribal armies of the region are fighting Torm’s forces as we speak.  I inadvertently gave them a window to attack, but I’m sure the Tormians will form up before being completely routed.”
“All the more reason to bring a sizable force to the town,” Skryvonna reiterated firmly.
“What about Starfire?” Bo’urk piped in.
“I thought she wasn’t going to be ready for months,” I answered.  “This isn’t the time for experiments.”
“We bound her to Bo’urk, Andric,” Purple said standing.  “It became clear that you would never have the time to participate in the training.”
“That’s… okay.  Good call, I guess.  But isn’t she a baby?”
“Not exactly,” Purple replied.  “Through rapid growth and enhanced aging potions, I increased her growth and maturity rate.  However, there were some minor side effects that weren’t evident in the rats.  I developed the process to breed subsequent generations of rats faster, but-”
“Wait, Purple,” I interrupted, holding up a hand to stop her explanation.  “Just tell me if she’s ready to go into combat… for sure.”
“Yes, Chief, she’s ready,” Purple said with a definitive nod. “As long as I go, as well, to keep her potion levels equalized.”
“Me, too,” Bo’urk added before I could respond.  “Starfire will only listen to me.”
“And me,” Arentha nearly shouted, jumping onto the couch cushion she’d been sitting on to gain height.  “I need to test my armaments in a real combat situation.  Preliminary testing indicates a high mortality rate for human-sized targets.”
“Obviously, I’m going too,” Ceria declared.  “You’re not getting out of my sight again.”
“You have two minutes,” I informed the four of them.
“I’m going as well,” Trenah declared as Ceria took off for the training room to grab her gear.
“I need you to stay with Court and Mara,” I told the croc girl. 
Trenah opened her mouth as if to object but snapped it shut with a click.
“Yes, Lord Andric,” she replied after a beat, her thick tail scraping along the floor in what could only be annoyance.
Court and Mara began to protest, but I raised my hand to stall them.
“Neither of you are going,” I said.  “You’re both still wounded.  I can see you’re improving, but I’m not taking you into combat, and that’s final.”
“You’re wounded,” Court accused.
“Superficially. It’s more like a sunburn,” I claimed, locking eyes with the irate panther woman.  “Besides, I have to go, or no one can, and that army needs someone to clear the butte, or at least contest it.   If left to their own devices, Scott’s mages can pour spells down from on high.”
“You had better take your whole pack of gnolls and any trolls around,” Court virtually ordered, her eyes narrow and tail swishing in agitation.
Elyria interrupted the confrontation by handing me an overstuffed sandwich.  A quick inspection told me it was full of some kind of poultry and veggies.
“Eat up,” Purple urged with a dimpled grin as she handed me a health potion on her way to the stables.  “You’re going to need it.”
I washed down a bite of sandwich with the cherry-flavored potion, creating a very unsavory taste combination, but I needed to get all the healing and buffs into me as possible in as little time as I could.
“You could just use Infernal Step and have a leisurely meal and a nap,” Tic chuckled as she watched me stuff my face.
“Good point,” I mumbled with my mouth full.  “Maybe later.”
“It literally does not take any time…” Skryvonna persisted.
“Let’s go see the assault unicorn,” I interrupted, smirking a bit.  While she was correct, it wouldn’t take time to use Abyssal Step, it also wouldn’t matter if I used it later, and I wanted to see what the engineering department had done with Starfire.
I wasn’t disappointed.
Bo’urk had led Starfire into the already-cluttered portal room by the time everyone equipped back up and I finished my sandwich.  The massive, white rhino looked truly imposing, with its back covered in an intricate, red-and-black-dyed platform saddle.  Bo’urk sat in a small seat at the base of the creature’s neck, and the saddle provided two short platforms draped over the spine.  A large, mounted crossbow adorned each corner of the platform.  The forwardmost pair were already manned by Purple and Arentha. 
The massive beast swung her big head around at my approach, and I pulled back far short of the three-foot blade which protruded from Starfire’s nose where a modest, calcium ridge had been the last time I’d seen her.  Someone, likely Arentha, had decided to encase the upper half of the horn in iron. 
“You remember Andric, right, Starfire?” Purple cooed, slipping from her gunner seat to rub the monster’s neck.
To my bewilderment, Starfire nodded and began snuffling me in search of treats.
“I’m sorry, girl,” I murmured, lost in awe.  “I didn’t bring any treats with me.”
Carefully, I scratched the big animal’s nose below the horn and was rewarded with a grunt of approval and a titanic nuzzle that knocked me back a step.
“How smart is she?” I asked, looking up at Purple.
“Right now, probably as smart as a typical human or troll,” she answered with that dazzling, dimpled smile.  “She’ll lose a lot of intelligence over the next six hours if I don’t keep her potion regime in check.”
“Why don’t more people do this?” I asked. 
“It’s expensive,” Bo’urk piped up.
“There aren’t many people willing to test their theories on expensive animals like this either,” Arentha added.  “I’m sure you’re not the first to hire an alchemist to alter a large animal.  The fact you just let Purple do whatever she wants without asking probably has a lot to do with how far Starfire’s come in such a short time.”
“I’d never hurt you.  No, I wouldn’t, would I? No, I wouldn’t,” Purple cooed to my oversized mount before looking at me.  “We’re going to need more food soon.  Starfire’s enhanced growth did not do good things to the larder.”
Nodding in understanding, I found a knotted rope and shimmied up the six feet to the platform saddle.  Noting Ceria seated in one of a line of raised seats in the middle behind Bo’urk, I claimed a spot beside her. 
“What are these long tubes for?” I asked, pointing at large, metal cylinders that ran the saddle’s length and bracketed the double row of back-to-back seats in the center of the rhino’s spine. 
“Those are my babies,” Purple giggled.
It took me a few moments to figure out what in the world she could be talking about.  When I did, my eyebrows climbed up my head.
“You have rats in there?” I asked.
Purple just nodded her dimples deep from the intensity of her smile. 
Not really having a reason to object to a pack of giant, super-intelligent rats joining our forces, I just shrugged and asked, “Everyone ready?”
I received a chorus of affirmative noises, so I ported us to my new town.
“We’re under attack!” someone shouted as soon as we appeared on the town bind point.
“Hold!” I yelled back, standing on the platform saddle and waving my arms around.
Several gnolls and a few trolls slowed their mad dash to the bind point when they recognized me.
I leapt down from the saddle and greeted Jalil with a firm arm shake as he bounded up.
“Interesting… mount?” he observed, raising an eyebrow in Starfire’s direction.
“She is that,” I agreed before launching into my reason for coming.  “Firemont was taken by Scott’s forces.  I ported through their bind point and was nearly killed in an ambush.  While I was making my escape, a coalition of tribal forces counterattacked the occupying Tormian army.  Oh, the gremlins and some or all of the Firetail tribe were hiding inside the butte.  They revealed themselves when the counterattack started.”
Jalil maintained a neutral expression throughout the short explanation. 
“I’m assuming you plan on joining the assault?” he asked.
“Yep,” I answered.  “Just thought I’d drop by and see if you want in.”
“Of course,” Jalil snorted.   “Besides the fact that I wouldn’t let my Alpha die alone, the Firetails hosted many of our pack, asking for nothing in return.  We’re honor-bound to help defend them.  Give me a moment to gather some fighters.  How many can you take?”
“Around ten,” I replied.
“Make that nine!” Axerager’s voice piped up from below my sightline. 
“I was wondering how there were so many trolls here,” I laughed.
“I can’t spend three days healing without you doing your level best to get yourself killed, can I?” the cleanshaven dwarf demanded, stepping up and clasping forearms with me.  “When are you going to settle down and do something less dangerous… like PVP?”
“As soon as the region is stable, I guess,” I said with a knowing laugh.
“So, never then,” the dwarf snorted, though his grin never faltered.  “I brought over eight troll families this morning.  You may want to have a chat with them before heading off to war.”
“No time,” I grumbled, the familiar sensation of too many responsibilities to manage adding to the load on my shoulders.  “The tribal forces were seconds away from the Tormian line ten minutes ago.  I’ll have to figure out the town stuff when we get back.”
“If we get back,” Axerager laughed and slapped my shoulder.  “Don’t go taking risks just to get out of sitting at a desk.”
“We’ll see,” I muttered, the prospect of sitting and doing paperwork all day giving me pause.
“We’re ready, Alpha!” Jalil called, approaching at the head of his nine selected warriors.
“You all realize this is more than just a dangerous mission?” I asked, scanning the grim faces of the gnolls before me.
“Most of us called Firemont home for our entire lives.  Our friends and neighbors live there,” a female gnoll emphasized.  “We’ll not abandon them just because the odds aren’t in our favor.”
“Let’s go kill an emperor, then!” I rallied the troops, manufacturing some excitement for their sake.
I got a few cheers, but most faces were locked in grim determination as the gnolls rapidly climbed aboard Starfire’s platform saddle and packed themselves tightly in the seats between the rat cylinders.
Shimmying up the knotted rope myself, I paused to help Axerager— only to find him dangling right below me when I turned back.
“Out the way, your lordship!” he bellowed as he vaulted onto the deck and thumped his trident on the boards.  “Ohhh…is that a goblin ballista I spy?”
I smirked as Axerager ran off to play with the new toys.
“Everyone ready?” I called for a final time.  Getting no objections, I ported back to my nexus and then to Firemont.
Appearing on the Firemont bind point, my first thought was to be relieved there wasn’t a hoard of undead waiting to ambush us again.  My second thought was that there were a hell of a lot of Tormian troops.
Blocks of troops stood in formation, though all of them were facing south.  I estimated around 400 troops were in the town square, though I couldn’t tell what they were formed up for.  Ultimately, it didn’t matter.
Purple sprang up from behind one of the goblin ballistae and lifted the large doors on her rat tubes.   A good two dozen giant super-rats bailed off over Starfire’s shoulders and headed to the nearest formation.
Someone shouted an alarm, though the sound was largely drowned out by the yells and sounds of distant combat around us.  Apparently, the fighting had made it to the rim.
Axerager, Arentha, Purple, and Jalil all opened with the ballista, as Bo’urk pointed Starfire at the back of the formation beside the one about to be rat-infested and commenced a charge.  The gnolls crouched along the edges of the platform, weapons at the ready.
My world devolved into a surreal, swaying carnival ride of madness as the tactical assault unicorn picked up speed for the ten yards before our target.  I was nearly thrown from the saddle with the bone-crunching impact of two tons of rhino into tightly packed bodies.
The giant rhino took the formation largely unaware.  A few observant souls had looked back in time to see our approach and dived out the way, but not enough to stop our attack from being devastating.
The sounds of bodies being ground to dust were audible over the screams of the maimed and dying.  
Starfire let loose a base roar as she began scything her massive horn back and forth, straining to push deeper into the mass of troops.  I joined the gnolls around the platform in defending our gunners from the panicked masses below.
Not having a ranged weapon, I sent bolas into the faces of those few people attempting to get closer rather than running or dying.  My gnolls grimly plunged swords and spears down into the massed and panicking troops, reaping a dire harvest.
“This is no good!” Axerager screamed at me from where he worked the reload mechanism on one of the ballistae.  “As soon as they regroup, we’re dead!”
I paused my spellcasting to look for an escape route, finding none. 
Blue fire flashed in my peripheral vision.
Hoping I was right, I crouched down and shouted, “take us Southeast!” into Bo’urk’s ear.
The stout half-orc nodded and began sawing on the reins and shouting at Starfire in his squeaky voice.  The saddle tilted sickeningly as Starfire angled to the right and began churning her thick legs. 
“I’ve got something for them,” Gretch declared, evil glee in her thought.
“You can’t,” I thought back quickly.  “You’ll hit our own people!”
I felt her discontent, but she stayed equipped.
Pila began flying at us as the Tormian troops further away began getting themselves organized enough to counterattack.  I tried picking off the troops doing the throwing, but the job soon became impossible as more and more pila filled the air.
“Get down!” I shouted, not seeing a way to reasonably fight back.
A lucky shot went through one gnoll’s thigh and pinned him to the deck.  Another went through Axerager’s left side.
“I just healed that!” the dwarf roared, firing his oversized crossbow at his attacker, putting a massive bolt through his skull.
Blue fire raced through the ranks from the direction we were headed. 
The screams of the Tormian troops filled the air, but others began incantations and stopped the blue flame with noxious green shields.
“Target the casters!” I bellowed from my crouched position. 
I was about to let loose another bola at the closest caster when a giant rat sprang from the crowd and latched onto his neck. 
A Tormian soldier appeared beside me, having used a movement ability.  Only my enhanced agility saved me from taking a gladius to the neck as I desperately twisted aside to avoid the blow.
“Got him,” Gill mentally snarled.
The soldier’s helm collapsed on itself with the poor bastard’s head still inside a split second later as Gill smashed her mace onto him.   
Starfire bellowed in anger as our foes began empowering their pila and lobbing the magical projectiles into her flanks.
Just when I was sure we’d be overwhelmed, Starfire burst free from the melee and dashed fifty meters over open ground.  A blue shield sprang up behind us, stopping the withering fire coming from the Tormian army.
Taking a deep breath, I glanced around to see that we were passing several Firetail shamans.  Rakkin, kitsune, and gremlins poured from the buildings around us and began setting up formations of their own.
My spirits soared when I spotted Lastra, her multiple flaming blue tails on display, casting magic into the air for a reason I couldn’t fathom.  General Zappta stood nearby, screaming orders in all directions as gremlins hauled siege engine pieces from buildings.
“Andric, I’ve got to tend to Starfire.  She’s not used to being hurt and is barely under Bo’urk’s control!” Purple shouted. 
“Do what you need to.  I think the Firetails bought us a moment of reprieve.  Once you get Starfire taken care of, help our own wounded,” I ordered before vaulting from the saddle and landing easily on the cobbled street below.
“How much to buy that beast?” Zappta demanded as soon as I approached.
“Not for sale,” I chuckled, tossing the diminutive general a troll salute, fist over heart.
“You’ve come just in time,” Lastra declared, her blue flames winking out as she turned to me.  “We have to hold the southern docks to get people up here from the ground.”
“Where’s Scott?” I asked, more worried about his magic than the entire enemy army.
“No idea,” she said, glancing about as if to spot him.  “Hopefully, he left when the herd arrived.
“We can hope,” I grumbled.  “What do you need me to do?”
“Help clear the docks,” Zappta interrupted. 
“Will do,” I nodded, turning back and leaping up onto Starfire’s saddle.
“How is she?” I asked Purple, who was busy pouring potions directly into the gaping wounds caused by magically infused pila.
“She’ll live, but we can’t take her back into battle,” Purple replied, her face contorted in deep sadness over her massive charge’s injuries.
“You, Bo’urk, and Arentha stay here with Starfire.  Everyone else, with me,” I ordered, jumping back off the saddle.
Axerager thudded down beside me with a grunt, reminding me that he was injured.
“Better sit this one out,” I advised.
“It’s nothing,” he muttered.  “Purple already gave me a potion.”
“I’ll keep an eye on the short one,” Ceria joked, smirking over at the dwarf who wasn’t much shorter than her.
“Let’s go, then,” I said, clapping him on the back and nodding at Jalil, who’d come up to stand beside me.
We joined the Firetails and gremlins streaming to the docks at the rim.
“Looks like they’re pulling back,” Axerager observed as we jogged through the detritus of battle on the docks. 
Before long, we encountered a block of Tormian troops about a hundred strong, though they were fighting a rear-guard action rather than pushing into the docks.
“Just harry them,” I advised, finding a pile of discarded pila and flinging one into the formation.  “I think they’re already retreating.”
My gnolls only needed to be told once.  They snatched up discarded pila and joined me in the merry work of flinging the enemy’s munitions back into their faces.
The Firetails, who’d been massing to attack, picked up on what we were doing and added their own magic and projectiles to the assault.
Mages in the Tormian ranks countered the magic, but I learned I could throw a javelin with greater force than an Olympic athlete back home.  Even hastily erected magic barriers crumbled before the might of my throws, though mundane shields did stop a few.
“I think we’re actually going to live,” Tic laughed.
“I never had any doubt,” Gill replied in a dignified tone.
Shaking my head, I just flung another pilum at the retreating Tormian troops and was rewarded when it dove between two shields and drew a shriek from my victim.
“There are no Tormians left on to the south of the butte,” Skryvonna reported.  “It would seem the battle is won.”
Glancing back, I saw gremlins and Firetails working together to get the Tormian pully systems operational enough to start bringing warriors up from below.
The Tormian rear guard had retreated beyond the center of town, leaving a trail of corpses behind them.  Some Firetails pursued, but I held my gnolls back.  No sense risking another engagement now when reinforcements were at hand.
“Let’s go back and see if Lastra needs anything else,” I sighed, dropping the pilum in my hand back to the ground.  Glancing around, I found Ceria and locked eyes with her.  “After that, I can finally do the one thing I wanted to do today and marry a kobold.”
“Did you forget your promise?” Skryvonna mentally asked, though there was no malice in her tone.
“Nope, but it’s a good thing we have Abyssal Step,” I replied.  “You still get to be first… after I take a shower.”




Chapter 6 – Brief Respite

“So, what happened?” I asked as my squad trudged up to a street-vendor cart that Lastra and Zappta had turned into a command post.
Deep bags marred Lastra’s face beneath her white eyes as she glanced up at me.
“Scott happened,” she replied.
I looked to General Zappta for a more elaborate explanation.
“We weren’t burying the dead,” he explained.  “The Firetails use a distant meadow for their graveyard.”  He paused and looked up at Lastra before clearing his throat and continuing.
“Anyway, all the siege casualties were being held in a warehouse.  Two days ago, they all stood up and began attacking us.  Chief Lastra told us she couldn’t counter the magic reanimating our dead, so we figured we were all proper fucked.”
“Language, General Zappta,” Lastra murmured.
“Right, anyway… I had my gremlins digging fallback positions from the moment we arrived.  We held off the zombies long enough for most people to get down into the tunnels we’d dug.  About fifty brave souls stayed up top to give us time and to keep the enemy at the butte's base, thinking we were all still above ground.  None of them made it below…”
“Heroes,” Jalil declared, behind me.
“Heroes, indeed,” Zappta agreed.  “So, we sealed up the secret tunnel entrances in the basements of the buildings and were trying to figure out how to dig our way out without the cursed Tormians hearing us.
“Just when we thought we were all, erm… not going to make it, you showed up and made a mess out of their camp,” he continued.
“How did you know?” I asked.
“We had some deep vision and air holes drilled to the outside,” Zappta explained.  “Our lookouts noticed when those two flying bitches went zooming around throwing magic into their own encampment.  One of the scouts recognized you when you jumped off the cliff.  Neat trick, by the way….”
“Less neat when you’re the one falling,” I assured him.
“Well, we wanted to help you then,” Zappta resumed, “but we’d just have gotten ourselves killed and not saved you in the end, so you were on your own.”
“Understandable,” I nodded along, though Ceria growled behind me.
“So, how did you escape and show up with that monstrosity, anyway?” Chief Lastra cut in, pointing at Starfire, who was lowing pitifully as Purple, Bo’urk, and Arentha swarmed over her, patching wounds and soothing the giant beast.
“She understands speech,” I explained.  “Don’t hurt her feelings.”
The leaders looked at me askance, but I launched into my escape story, omitting the particulars of my powers and the fact I’d dipped out for a fun little orgy in the middle of it all.
A squad of woad-bedecked Firetail warriors jogged up, so I backed up to give them room to make their report.
“They’ve retreated to the north end, but I don’t think they plan to go down the wall,” the burly kitsune at the head of the squad announced.
“We should not stay here, Andric,” Skryvonna thought.  “This battle is just beginning, and we don’t know where Scott and his players are.”
“I would like to stay and help the tribes, Master,” Gill disagreed.  “I understand her concern, though, and I will abide by your wishes.”
“Let’s go to our town while we can and see if we can muster up any more reinforcements while the Firetails  hold the bind point,” I decided, splitting the difference between the two.
“Well, are we going to get back on the front lines or sit back here like a bunch of ninnies?” Axerager demanded.
“I’d like you to see if Bierg, Fierg, and company would like to join the party.  I’m going to take Starfire and my engineers home and see if any more gnolls want in.”
“Everyone would come if given a chance,” Jalil rumbled.  “The Firetails and Longstriders are a big part of why there is still a pack at all.  No Blackpaw would turn their back on them.”
“I’ll get you and our wounded back to town, then,” I decided.  “You gather our best warriors, but don’t strip the town of all its defenses.  We don’t know if there are any lingering crocs around.”
The scouting party finished their report and jogged off on another mission I hadn’t overheard.
“I’m going to try to bring more warriors, though,” I announced, approaching the tribal leaders again.  “Try to keep the bind point open, please.”
“Shouldn’t be a problem,” General Zappta said with a grin, his gaze behind me.
I turned to behold legions of long-limbed, Komodo dragon-looking lizards pouring over the southern rim in the distance.  Each lizard bore a diminutive gremlin warrior and a mounted crossbow on its back.
Before I could fully process the sight, the tide of reptiles spread over the town, and one enormous, red specimen broke off and headed in our direction.
“Chief Trakka,” Zappta greeted with a bow as the big, red lizard got close enough for conversation.
“I should have known I’d find you up here,” Trakka said to me with a smirk before vaulting off her mount and demanding a situation update from her general.
Taking that as a dismissal, I led my small warband over to Starfire.
“How is she?” I asked Purple.
“Some of the wounds are quite deep,” she replied with a sad sigh.  “She’ll be fine, but we should get her home as soon as possible.  I didn’t bring enough healing potions for… this.” She waved a hand in the general direction of the many wounds on the rhino’s flanks before adding, “Even if I did, she’d sleep for a week if I gave her that much.”
Nodding in understanding, I did a headcount.  Remarkably, we still had our whole party, though a few gnolls were worse for wear, having taken pilum through various parts of their bodies in our mad charge through the enemy ranks.
Looking up, I surveyed the square we’d ridden through.  Flattened and broken corpses highlighted the path we’d taken.  A cloud of flies already busied itself with the fresh viscera, and I suspected carrion birds would be next to the buffet.
“We’re lucky we aren’t all dead,” I muttered, feeling my gorge rise in my throat.  I clamped down on the feeling, though.  Every leader owed it to their troops to always appear in complete control.  Vomiting after combat like a green recruit was not an image I had the luxury of projecting.
“It’s the Tormians who are lucky!” Axerager said with a forced chuckle.  “If the Firetails hadn’t decided to show themselves when they did, we’d have been obligated to trample every last one of them!”
I forced a fake laugh of my own and clapped my short companion on his shoulder, glad for moral support. 
“Everyone ready?” I asked, turning from the macabre scene before me.
“We’re ready,” Jalil affirmed.
I took us to my nexus first, figuring that getting Starfire back in fighting shape was a priority.
My wives appeared as soon as we arrived, drawing a surprised reaction from the few uninitiated gnolls in the party.
“I’ll just be a few minutes getting Starfire squared away,” I explained to Jalil. 
“How can we help?” the big gnoll asked.
“Mostly by staying out of the way,” Gill answered, already helping Purple and Bo’urk coax the wounded animal back into the stables.
“Please follow me to the great room, and I’ll get you all bread and cheese,” Elyria offered.
“Thank you, ma’am,” Jalil said, corralling the rest of the squad in the indicated direction.
“I’m off to Rathfuerg,” Axerager announced, clasping wrists with me.  “I’ll bring any volunteers to your town.”
“Thanks,” I replied, but I was only talking to the air as the dwarf had vanished.
I caught sight of Arentha shuffling away, a downcast expression on her face.
“Everything okay?” I asked, laying a comforting hand on the small woman’s shoulder.
“Fine,” she mumbled.
I raised my eyebrows, encouraging her to elaborate.
“My mother didn’t even notice me on the battlefield,” she finally explained.  “I know she’s busy, leading the charge and all….”
“I’m sure she just didn’t see you,” I lamely tried to comfort the sad gremlin.
Ceria, who’d crept up to my side without my notice, added, “Stick near Andric, and I’m sure it will be impossible for your mother not to notice your actions in the coming hours.”              
I grimaced, reminded that I was once again putting off binding the sexy kobold, but it couldn’t be helped.  Scott wasn’t going to pause the war for me.
We watched as Arentha trudged off without answering.
“I’m sure Bo’urk will cheer her up soon enough,” Elyria said through her sly smile before standing on tiptoes and kissing my cheek.
I put an arm around her waist and briefly squeezed her before heading to the stables to check on Starfire.
The savanna that housed my high-capacity assault unicorn took my breath away anew as I stepped from the comfortable blue light of my portal room into the sunny pocket dimension.
Making my way to the group, I knelt next to Purple, where she tended a wound low on Starfire’s right front leg.  Before I could ask for a report on the animal, I noticed silent tears tracking down Purple’s dusky cheeks.
“What’s wrong?” I asked, my heart leaping into my throat at the assumption that Starfire’s wounds were worse than initially reported.
“Only two of my rats came back,” Purple said, trying to smile through her tears.  “The rest didn… didn’t make it.”
“I’m so sorry,” I murmured, folding the buxom troll into a hug.
“They’re just… rats,” she reasoned though she began crying in earnest.  “I know you don’t really care about them.”
“I care about you,” I insisted, squeezing her harder.
She gave up fighting it and buried her face in my shoulder, her tusks hard against my collarbone.
“I don’t know why,” she murmured.  “I’m ugly and useless.”
“You’re beautiful and invaluable,” I insisted, rubbing her back.
“I couldn’t keep my rats alive, though,” she sobbed.
“They died in battle,” I consoled her, hoping that Purple shared some of the trolls’ general admiration for honor.  “Maybe Barkus has rewarded them in the afterlife.”
A sad giggle bubbled up Purple’s throat, and she clutched me harder, saying, “They’d be the first rats willingly inducted into His realm, I think.”
She suddenly drew back and pawed her eyes.
“Oh, gods!” she exclaimed.  “I’m sorry, Chief.  I need to focus on my job and heal Starfire.  But here I am weeping like a baby to you….”
“It’s fine,” I reassured Purple, squeezing her shoulder.  “You aren’t the first warrior to cry after losing friends.  Not the first by a long shot.”
Purple shook her head and composed herself before professionally stating, “I think Starfire can be ready again in as little as three days, Chief.   Though it would be better if I could have her for a week.”
“No need to rush it,” I assured her, standing to check on everyone else.
A massive, white blur shot from the tall grass and cannoned into Purple’s chest, knocking the troll onto her ass.  I laughed as the pony-sized pit bull covered Purple’s face with puppy kisses, erasing all evidence of her melancholy.
Her giggles brought back her sexy dimples as she fought the exuberant dog back enough to regain a sitting position.
“Unholy shit, Chief!” Gretch’s voice came from behind me.  “Is that… Fluffy?”
“Yep,” I chuckled.  “Purple seems to like making things bigger and brighter.”
“I’d like to make something bigger,” Gretch joked but walked by me to pet the massive dog with an awed expression on her face.
Fluffy evidently recognized the Hob-succubus despite the changes they’d both undergone since the last time they’d seen each other, because the big pup turned its attention from Purple and promptly knocked Gretch on her ass and mauled her face with kisses.
“Elyria… said… to get you… for food,” Gretch shouted through squeals and laughter as she fought a losing battle to fend off the affectionate, giant puppy.
A tail wrapped around my ankle, and I instinctively reached out and put an arm around Ceria, not even looking to know where she’d be.
“You can play with the dog, Gretch,” Ceria said through one of her enigmatic grins.  “I’ll take Andric to lunch.”
“Hey, wait!” Gretch protested, redoubling her efforts to escape Fluffy’s grasp.
“Thank you, Andric,” Purple said, meeting my eyes.  She strode forward and firmly kissed me on my lips, her heavy breasts pressing pleasantly into my chest.  “Would you mind if I bred another litter of rats from the survivors?  I know we’re giving the first two generations to the dungeon, but I’d like to further progress my studies with them.”
“Sure, Purple, no problem,” I answered, delighted to see her smiling again but a bit shocked by the bold kiss.  One of my wives was watching, and my ‘fiancée’ was under my arm, after all.
“Thank you, Chief,” Purple purred, still pressed against me.  “You won’t regret it.”
“Okay, titty monster,” Gretch chided, finally escaping the dog’s clutches.  “I want to jump on his cock too, but I’m being good.  If I can do it, so can you.”
Purple’s cheeks darkened as she backed away and averted her gaze.
Gretch chuckled and slapped Purple’s generous backside in passing as she took up the lead and headed out of the stables.
“I’ll see you soon,” I said to Purple by way of farewell.
We were nearly out of earshot when I heard a mumbled, “Not soon enough.”
“I find myself wishing for another long mission into enemy territory,” Ceria said softly.  “I somehow doubt that I will get many more chances to share your bedroll alone in the future.”
I glanced over to see that her secretive smile was still in place, though a touch of sadness had crept into her expression.
“You’re right,” I agreed.  “You will have to settle for the much more intimate experience of sharing my thoughts and emotions.”
“Hmmm… that will have to suffice,” she said, her smirk becoming wicked.  “Though I do hope you will share a bed with me as well.”
“Count on it,” I affirmed, giving her a squeeze.
“I can come too, right?” Gretch asked from ahead of us, grinning over her shoulder.
“You had better,” Ceria replied, reaching out a taloned hand to snag Gretch’s strappy, black clothing and pulling her back in line with us.
“Don’t think I have forgotten what you did to me in the dungeon,” Ceria purred, wrapping her other arm around Gretch’s waist.
Axerager, sitting at the breakfast table, raised a mug in our direction as we entered the great room.  A few of the gnolls nodded acknowledgments from where they lounged around the room.
“I see why you gave me the big house,” Jalil commented, rising from an armchair and seating himself at the table. 
Elyria came from the kitchen with a broad smile on her face and set a platter of meat before me as I sat down.
“We just got sandwiches,” Axerager observed with a chuckle.
“You aren’t my battlemaster,” Elyria retorted with a little flounce before heading back to the kitchen.
“Sucks to be you,” I laughed while wedging hot ham slices into a crumbly bread loaf. 
“Serves me right for complaining about free food,” Axerager agreed mildly.
“We do need you to set some things up at the town, Alpha,” Jalil interrupted.  “Either that or give me greater access to the town’s light slate.”
“Wait,” I said through a mouthful of delicious pork.  Hurriedly swallowing, I continued, “The town runs on a light slate?”
“Well, yes,” Jalil responded, raising his eyebrows in surprise.  “How else would you set taxes, designate building zones, and such?”
“With a bureaucracy,” I muttered. 
Jalil tilted his head in curiosity, but I waved off his questioning expression.
“Never mind,” I said.  “I’ll take a look at it as soon as we survive the current battle.  “As a matter of fact,” I stood, taking my plate with me, “let’s get you and yours back now.   You can assemble the troops while I finish up here.”
“Sounds good,” Jalil replied before emitting a piercing whistle that had the somewhat humorous effect of pricking up the myriad of canine ears adorning the gnolls around the great room.
“Head back to the bind point,” Jalil ordered.
My small team of shock troops got to their feet and headed out without complaint, the strongest assisting the walking wounded.
“Good discipline,” I murmured to Jalil. 
“I try,” he said back.  “It would be better if you make an appearance sooner than later.”
“When the battle’s over,” I promised, following my second in command through the arched door leading to my portal room.
Jalil joined the troops on the dais, and I sent them all to my town.
“You really should come up with a name for it,” Tic thought, startling me.
“Why are you still in there?” I asked.
“I was planning to appear at the right moment to take your breath away,” she said, materializing with her usual pirouette.  “You’re so busy. I’m beginning to despair of ever bringing you over to the dark side….”
“Did you just make a nerd pun?” I asked, deadpan.
“Did I say it wrong?” she queried, her fine features screwing up in worry.
“No, but it loses some of its humor when said by an actual demon,” I explained, though I laughed at the absurdity of the conversation.
“Hmmm… I’m an infernal, not a demon, but I think I have enough context to understand your point.”
Tic crossed one pair of arms beneath her perfect bust while assuming a thinking pose with the other pair, her chin resting on a fist.
“I suppose I should be more literal, then,” she mused after a few moments.  “I’m worried that you’re so busy and have so many relationships that I won’t be able to tempt you into bed with me, to seal our bond.”
“That’s very straightforward of you,” I observed dryly.
“I’m an open book,” she declared, throwing all four of her arms out and presenting a stunning view of her barely restrained, leather-clad breasts and sleek torso. 
“I see,” I said, raising an eyebrow.
“Ugh, you’re impossible,” Tic groaned.
“I’ve got four wives.  It’s not going to be easy to seduce me, regardless of the package,” I chuckled.  “I mean, have you seen my wives?”
“Point,” Tic grumbled, her arms returning to that thinking position.
“I’m sure you’ll think of something,” I quipped, stepping around her and heading back to my living room.
“Gods damn that man,” I heard her mutter as I walked through the door.
Skryvonna glided up and asked, “Are we going to rest in the abyss before heading back to the battle?” before barking a short laugh and adding, “That is a query I would have never foreseen making.  If nothing else, being your… wife has been interesting.”
“I’m glad you approve,” I said, pulling her in and planting a soft kiss on her thin, aristocratic lips.  “And yes, it only makes sense to be at full power before going back.”
“Good,” she sighed, relaxing into my embrace.  “The rest can stay in your head this time,” she added.
I jumped, feeling a sharp sting on my left asscheek. 
“Did you just… pinch my ass?” I asked.
“Of course,” she answered with a smoky chuckle.  “I did mention that the women in my society are more often the aggressors in relationships, didn’t I?”
“Hrmmm,” I hummed, “I don’t know if I’ll let you get away with that.”
“Oh, and how are you going to stop me?” she asked, drawing herself up imperiously, though a smirk played around the corners of her mouth.
“I’ll figure something out,” I laughed. 
“See that you do,” she riposted before vanishing into black smoke and filling her spot inside of me with a satisfied, smug sensation.
I blocked off my thoughts as I called to the others and got myself equipped.
Mara strode into the room as I got ready to head out. 
“I’m going with you,” she declared.
I opened my mouth to protest, but she stomped her previously injured foot and declared, “It’s as healed as it’s going to get, Andric.  I’ve been doing nothing but eating, resting, and drinking healing potions.”
I eyed her for a moment but decided she could make her own choices and nodded in assent. 
“Where’s Court?” I asked, rather than challenge her decision.
“She’s in the training room teaching ‘erself how tae work a spear with one hand,” Mara sighed.  “She’s pushing herself too hard, if ya ask me, but she hasn’t.”
“How so?” I asked, my brow creasing with worry.
“She’s not over tae fever, despite the potions Purple’s been pouring into ‘er,” Mara said, her own expression set in a frown.
“I’ll ask Purple to look at her,” I said, heading back to the stables.
“She will anyway,” Mara observed, falling into step with me.
“True enough,” I sighed.  “Court worries me, though.  I’ve got to find a way to regrow her arm.”
“It’s possible, but I don’t know anyone with the power to do so,” Mara agreed quietly.  “She’s not a troll with the ability to regrow limbs over time, so normal healin’ magic does’na have anythin’ to latch onto.”
 “I’m sure you will find a way, Betrothed,” Ceria said, having silently crept up behind me.  “You will surely add yet another pretty girl to your collection before it’s all said and done.”
“Not my goal,” I muttered, glancing over at my red-skinned fiancée and catching the knowing grin on her face. 
“Let’s get going before Jalil starts to think we’ve abandoned him,” I said to change the subject.  “We won’t need any engineers without our mobile fighting platform.”
I led the pair to the portal room to find Arentha and Trenah waiting on me.
“I’m going back with you, Chief,” the gremlin girl declared.
“Chief?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.
“Well, I want to stay here with Bo’urk and continue working on Starfire’s armaments,” Arentha explained, her orange eyes pleading.  “If I’m going to join your little tribe, I’d best call you Chief, right?”
“I guess…” I said slowly, realizing that I did have a little tribe going here, and a larger one outside the nexus if I counted the gnolls and trolls in my village.
“Great!” Arentha declared, her large, orange eyes sparkling mischievously.  
“You are destined for greatness, it seems,” Gill thought. 
“Or an eternity of headaches,” Gretch grumbled.  “Can’t we just leave them all to fend for themselves for a while, Chief?”
“I’m sure Andric is scoring many points for Tournam, with as busy as he’s been,” Skryvonna interjected.  “Do you really think the God of Games would let his shiny new piece wander off the board?”
“That’s a good point,” Tic agreed.  “It’s too bad you don’t work for a les-s involved God, like Apollyon, for example.”
I glanced up at Trenah, receiving a toothy grin and a nod from the croc woman as she fell in beside me, a hefty-looking gladius on her hip.
“Where’d you get the sword?” I asked. 
“Dead Tormian,” she replied, her grin going predatory.
Not needing to know more than that, I brought up the light slate menu and keyed in my town.  I’d never paid the placeholder name much mind, but I got a slight chuckle out of it before stepping through. 
New Unnamed Town of Mixed Races
Spine’s Edge
Mixed races, indeed, I thought as we materialized in the town square.  Axerager and the usual suspects were there, along with several trolls I didn’t know.  Twenty gnolls rounded out the group, decked out in leather and bits of salvaged Tormian army gear.
“You should organize your military when you can,” Skryvonna advised.
“My military?” I thought, taken aback.
“Of course, Husband,” Skryvonna answered.  “You are the dictatorial ruler of this city-state, are you not?”
I bit back a chuckle before answering, “I don’t know if we’re seeing the same things.  This is just a medium-sized town, not a city-state.”
“Not just a medium-sized town,” Tic interjected.  “There are all  the satellite towns, as well, though they are probably unpopulated, as of yet.  Besides that, there are all the lands formerly claimed by the crocs.  You’ll have an entire city-state in no time.”
“Where are all the people supposed to come from?” I asked while exchanging wrist clasps with my friends.  They must have recognized the look on my face because no one tried to break into my mental conversation.
“There will be many more gnolls, Master,” Gill supplied.  “Do you think the Firetails and Longstriders are the only tribes to take in fragments of the pack?  I’m sure they will arrive as soon as word spreads.”
“The way you tend to lift up the downtrodden, I wouldn’t be surprised if you personally brought many more residences to town, Sir,” Elyria added shyly.
“Just don’t forget about us while you’re busy saving the world,” Gretch grumbled.
“I’m not trying to save…” I began but stopped myself from pursuing that pointless argument.  While I’d primarily been questing and making decisions based on what would help the people I’d come to regard as friends, my actions could certainly be framed that way without much effort.
“We’ll see,” I thought before focusing my attention on my companions before me.
Bierg, Fierg, Axerager, and Jalil were all patiently waiting for me to address them.
“Ready for another fight?” I asked with a grin.
“He just stands there staring into space for ten minutes, and those are the first words out of his mouth?” Axerager observed dryly.  “I knew there was a reason I liked you, human.”
 “Go easy on him,” Bierg laughed.
“He’s got half a dozen wives in his head,” Fierg finished with a theatrical shudder.
“Aye, I don’t envy you there, Alpha,” Jalil joined in the teasing with a bark of laughter.
“You know what?” I asked with a smirk of my own.
When I got expectant glances, I triggered my Abyssal Step spell and vanished into the Abyss.  I’d have to remember to reappear as far from my starting place as possible once I finished resting up.




Chapter 7 – Willpower and Politics

Skryvonna emerged as soon as we appeared in the red mist, her four obsidian eyes sparkling as she stood proud before me, an expression of playful challenge on her face.  Her countenance and pose woke a primal desire inside me to dominate her.  I wanted to see the poised drider insensate and drooling with bliss.  She’d informed me that she had no interest in playing the submissive, so I decided to break her with pure overwhelming pleasure rather than the more direct routes I used with my other bonds.
“I see your plan, Boss, and I think we need to have a talk before you carry it out,” Tic’s voice interjected into my mind as I took a hungry step forward.
“Make it quick, Tic,” I mentally growled, annoyed that the demoness had chosen this moment to ‘have a talk.’  Skryvonna stood still before me, a slight smirk playing at her lips, her posture daring me to try to take her.
“I think the abyssal pocket may be affecting you,” Tic thought, her husky mental voice soothing.  “It’s not too bad, but the abyss tends to lower the inhibitions of outsiders.  This little piece of abyss isn’t having too strong of an effect, but I figured I’d tell you before you did what you’re thinking about doing to Vonna.”
I growled in frustration at the timing of the news.  Skryvonna, misunderstanding my frustration, let her sultry grin grow and placed a hand on her cocked hip, using her body language to project sexual challenge.
“Why the fuck did you wait so long to tell me this, Tic?” I nearly shouted into my mind.
“I didn’t know if this small pocket would affect you, and you needed to use it to escape the Tormians.  I didn’t want you to hesitate.  Besides, you were all having so much fun before….” Tic replied before trailing off, presumably in response to my growing anger.
Sighing, I centered myself and willed my raging hormones and desires to subside.  I had to close my eyes to prevent the temptation of Skryvonna’s silk-clad presence from swaying me into deciding to think about this shit until after I was finished fucking her into a senseless puddle.
“Husband?” Skryvonna asked, a hint of uncertainty in her voice.
I noticed that I was literally trembling with the effort of bringing my young body under my will, and I opened my eyes, forcing my muscles to relax.
“Tic has just informed me that the abyss could be affecting me somehow,” I grated.  “Something about lowering my inhibitions.  I don’t want to do something we could regret if it’s true.”
“Oh,” Skryvonna said, her mouth forming into a pout before the corners of her dark lips ticked back up. 
“It is not like you can cause me permanent damage here,” she chuckled, waving a negligent hand through the wispy, red mist.  “Do your worst, battlemaster… if you can.  You have my permission.”
“Oh, it seems to be affecting her too… how interesting,” Tic mused, but her thoughts skittered off my mind as the tide of lust in my veins became a tsunami in response to Vonna’s blatant challenge.
A growl of pure desire rumbled up my chest as I advanced on Vonna.
“You are not going to accomplish much wearing your clothes,” she observed coolly.  “Take them off.”
“You first,” I muttered, finally getting my hands on the sexy drider and crushing her body to mine.
Her four inscrutable eyes stared into mine as I cupped the back of her head and drew her in for a kiss.  She resisted for a moment before lunging forward and kissing me back hard enough to bruise our lips. 
I dimly became aware of my other wives’ mental voices and giggles in my head.  Still, the intoxicating feel of Skryvonna’s slender body and eager tongue drove them out of my awareness just as quickly as they’d entered it.
Gooseflesh broke out along my spine as I heard fabric ripping behind me and realized that Skryvonna was using her lethal tail to shred the back of my shirt.  Her warm, slender hands snaked up, sliding up my torso as she used her forearms to pull the ripped garment from my body.
The chilling concern of her using her tail vanished under another surge of lust and possessiveness when she broke her lips from mine and nibbled on my neck with her small, pointed teeth, the sensation of her warm mouth and pricks of pain submerging my conscious in raw desire.
“I said you get naked first,” I growled.
“Make me,” she husked back, biting down harder on my neck.
“I order you,” I began before pausing to allow her to object if she wished.
“You order me to what?” she demanded, her nails digging into my back as her hands flexed.
I grinned, knowing that she assumed I would order her to disrobe.  Grabbing a handful of her pink hair, I pulled her head back, exposing her throat.  She resisted enough that I had to use quite a bit of force to tilt her head back, though she panted and ground herself against my thigh as I nipped at her neck, just under her delicate ear. 
“I order you to cum,” I growled roughly into her ear.
“Bastard… fuck!” she grated, all four eyelids fluttering as her legs trembled unsteadily.
Satisfaction rose in my chest.  I wasn’t sure if that would work, but the ability to command orgasms gave me an edge in the contest of sexual dominance I suddenly found myself in.
“Harder,” I ordered, pulling her head further back, forcing her back to bow and her firm, silk-clad breasts to strain upwards.
“Not… ugh!  Fair!” she forced out as her legs gave way. 
I held her up with my thigh between her legs and one arm around her waist, pressing her sex tightly to my leg as I dipped my head down and firmly nibbled a nipple that prominently protruded against the otherwise smooth silk covering her straining breasts.
“Harder!” I repeated, getting swept up in the erotic power.
“Yes… YES!…” she screamed before her mouth locked open, unable to emit a sound as she bucked helplessly against my thigh.
Grinning in satisfaction, I released her hair and helped her sink to the misty, red ground.
Just as her knees touched the spongy surface, she hooked her arms around my knees and lunged forward, executing a perfect double-leg takedown.  Her shoulder drove into my pelvis as she pulled my knees from beneath me.
On reflex, I summoned Gretch and Gill’s gear but flung the pick and shield aside even as I impacted the soft ground.
Skryvonna sprang atop me, her eyes wild and her tail flailing.  She snatched off the top of her silk outfit in a quick, graceful motion, her perky breasts popping free in all their dusky glory.
My brief fixation on those tantalizing globes of flesh cost me as Skryvonna used my open-mouthed distraction to thrust her silk top into my mouth with a grin of triumph.  Her limbs still twitched from her orgasm, and I could have easily removed the thing, but I decided to give her the small win.
She wasn’t in a great position to keep me on my back, though, and I used my right hand on her knee and pushed with my left leg to rapidly reverse our positions, sweeping her onto her back.  I was technically in her guard, but I certainly had no desire to remove myself from between her thighs.
A determined grin locked on her face as she grabbed my already shredded shirt and tore bits of it off my body, her hands becoming chitinous claws.
I bit down on the scrap of silk in my jaws, enjoying the sensual faux combat more than I ever imagined I would. 
“Can I help, Chief?” Gretch panted in my mind.
I was about to agree wholeheartedly, but Tic ruined my fun.
“That wouldn’t be a good idea, Boss,” she warned.  “Vonna’s likely to disappear if anyone else joins the fun.”
I growled in frustration but acknowledged her advice by sending a regretful negative emotion to Gretch, too far gone to communicate in actual words.               
Refocusing on the ‘who’s undressing whom’ contest, I smacked Skryvonna’s hip and grabbed a handful of her silk harem pants in the process.  The buffs from my other bonds allowed me to easily rip the silk off Skryvonna’s struggling hips.
She growled and lightly swiped my chest with her still-shifted hands.
I gasped at the sting and saw thin, red lines across my pecs as blood slowly oozed from the superficial wounds.
“Too much for you?” Skryvonna mockingly demanded while locking her legs around my waist and writhing against my painfully erect cock through my pants.
“This is getting dangerous, Master,” Gill thought, her mental voice equal parts worry and lust.
“I don’t think she can hurt him….” Tic lamely tried to reassure Gill.
I understood, though.  That swipe hadn’t been delivered to injure me.  It was simply an extension of the struggle for sexual dominance to my drider.  In the same way that I didn’t consider spanking Gill an attack, Skryvonna didn’t see any conflict between my order not to harm me and a little light bloodshed in the name of great sex.
I spat the black and red silk scrap from my mouth and grinned hungrily at the sexy woman beneath me.
“Do it again,” I demanded.
Though her eyes widened, Vonna instantly complied, crisscrossing the original four abrasions with a matching set from her other hand.  It stung, but with the durability from Gretch and my nearly narcotic state of arousal, it registered more as pleasure than pain.
The instant she swiped my chest, I used her distraction to roughly rip the panties from her hips, leaving her completely nude.
Skryvonna opened her mouth in protest, realizing that I had indeed made her undress first.
“Fuck me,” she growled, still attempting to retain dominance.  I wasn’t going to fight her on that order, though.
Reaching down, I ripped at my pants until I freed the beast, not bothering to remove them fully.
Without hesitation, I lined myself up and slammed my hips forward.
“Ahh!” Skryvonna screamed, thrashing beneath me.
Her hard claws dug into my shoulders as she demanded, “Harder!”
Her aggression turned me on as much as her body as she writhed beneath me.  Ignoring the pain of her talons, I drove myself into her with all the strength of my augmented core muscles, attempting to pound her through the not-so-solid floor.
“Yes… harder… yes!” she screamed, her words coming out in monosyllabic yips each time my thrusting pelvis knocked the air from her body.
A few beads of my blood spattered onto her face, one drop falling into her open mouth.
“Gods, yes,” she gasped, clinging to me with her arms and legs to pull her mouth to my torso.  Her delicate tongue traced hot fire onto my chest and shoulders as she desperately lapped at the shallow lacerations she’d caused.
Grunting, I sat on my haunches, scooping her up by her asscheeks and driving upwards into her as she slumped into my chest, her mouth still hungrily licking at me between breathless moans that I drove from her body with each thrust.
After only a minute or so, her muscles seized up in another orgasm, this one wholly natural and all the more intense for it.  Her eyes squeezed shut, and her pointy, little teeth clamped down on my shoulder.
Far beyond caring, I slammed her hips down one last time and roared my satisfaction as the mother of all orgasms ripped through my body.  My muscles bulged and strained with the force that rocked my body.  My senses narrowed to the intense flood of pressure releasing into my sexy drider.
As the sensation abated, I collapsed onto my back to not crush my lover as my ability to hold us upright gave out.
I was only aware of bliss and pleasant red mist for an indeterminate amount of time before Skryvonna’s mumbled voice brought me back to reality.
“Mmmm, good,” she mumbled, smacking her lips.
I looked down to see her content, sweat-slick, and blood-smeared face, and a chuckle forced its way out my mouth.
The sound seemed to bring Vonna around as she blinked open her lower set of eyes and raised her head off my chest.
“Oh, shit,” she muttered, her other set of eyes popping open as she stared at the cuts and punctures that now decorated my torso.  Slowly, she tilted her head until her eyes met mine.
“I didn’t mean to…” she started, something approaching horror twisting her expression.
“Shhhhh,” I shushed, placing a finger on her lips.  “It was hot as fuck.  Don’t worry about it.”
“You are not mad?” she asked, sitting up and guiltily licking blood from her now-human fingers.
“Why would I be?” I chuckled.
She nodded, looking relieved and slightly ridiculous as she sucked on her index finger.
“I suppose I am glad it happened, then,” she declared with a tentative smile.  “It will be nice to no longer have to hold back.”
Gill appeared beside us and reached out a hand to hover over my many insignificant wounds as though she wanted to rub them out of existence but dared not touch them.
“I don’t know if I’m okay with this,” she growled, her golden eyes meeting Skryvonna’s impenetrable black ones.
“Wait,” I ordered, putting myself between the two monster girls before a conflict could truly form.  “Tic said this place lowers inhibitions, which is great for discovering how much of a freak my most vanilla wife is, but not so great for rational discussion,” I explained.
“As you wish, Master,” Gill said, though there was still a rumble of discontent in her tone.
“Just because I do not-” Skryvonna started, but I raised a hand cutting her off.
“Not in here,” I ordered more firmly.  To my satisfaction, Skryvonna lowered her head and nodded.
Sighing, I ran a hand through my sweaty hair, realizing I was taking too much pleasure in Vonna’s subservience.  The damn red mist was affecting me as well.
“Well, there goes being able to use this place to rest and recharge every time I get a scrape,” I lamented. 
“You don’t have to abandon it entirely,” Tic protested.
“It scares me a little,” Elyria admitted, her thoughts subdued.  “I shouldn’t have been so excited when she hurt you.  Not that she hurt you, but that it didn’t bother you, and you just….”
“It’s okay,” I thought, willing comfort to my lepun wife.  “We’ll all talk about it when we’re not here.
“Equip up, you two,” I said, returning my attention to Gill and Vonna, who were still warily eyeing each other.  They immediately obeyed, though I nearly changed my mind when Skryvonna’s athletic body vanished from atop me, leaving me feeling sticky and uncomfortable.
Sighing in disappointment, I found the scraps of my shirt and scrubbed some of the sweat and blood from my body.
“Let me help, please,” Elyria said, appearing before me, her hand held out for the rags of my shirt.
I couldn’t help but admire her toned body and relatively large breasts, reveling anew in the changes the bond had wrought to her body.
“Not that I mind, but you said we should go….” Elyria reminded me, her blue cheeks slightly darkening even as she put her hands behind her back and thrust her breasts forward against the thin, red wrap she wore.
I shook my head and mentally chastised myself for my weakness.  
“It’s the Abyss,” Tic chuckled.  “What did you expect?”
“Fire and brimstone,” I thought back, still irritated at her for not warning me sooner, but soothed by Elyria tenderly cleaning up my back.
“That’s hell, not the abyss,” Tic laughed.  “The abyss only heightens your own desires.  It’s not that bad.”
“Until your desire for food causes you to eat until your stomach explodes,” Gill grunted.
“Or your desire for sex causes you to fuck a curvy tree until your dick falls off,” Gretch added, laughing.
“Wait, that can happen?” I asked, alarmed.  My primary concern had been potential hurt feelings from uninhibited words, but apparently, the abyss could be far more insidious.
“Only to the truly weak of will, and probably not in this little pocket,” Tic dismissed the possibility.  “The effects weren’t even noticeable until your fifth time here.”
I thought back to the wild orgy we’d had before and wasn’t so sure.  Either way, this spell was far more dangerous than I’d considered.
“Will It continue to affect me when we leave?” I asked.
“Ummm…. No?” Tic answered unconvincingly.
“Tiiiic,” I mentally chastised.
“Well, it won’t get worse when you’re not here.  The effects even fade over time,” she insisted.
“Over time?” I demanded incredulously.  “So, every time I use this spell, it compounds the effect on our self-control?”
“It’s not like you have any dark impulses!” Tic argued.  “You aren’t going to start suddenly killing allies.”
“But I could start killing enemies before I’m ready,” I protested.  “Or go too far in the bedroom.  I really don’t like having my judgment fucked with, Tic!”
“Okay, I’m sorry!” she replied, sounding a bit remorseful.  “I just didn’t want to distract you with it before when you needed the spell.  I should have told you sooner.”
“You really should have,” I confirmed, pulling a spare shirt from my pack and throwing it on before summoning Skryvonna’s armor over my body.
“Do not be too hard on her,” Skryvonna spoke up, surprising me by defending the infernal.  “I, for one, had a lovely time and consider the experience worth the price.”
That was enough to shut me up and send my argument scattering apart in my own mind.  I wouldn’t be spending time in the abyssal pocket a second more than necessary in the future, though.  Even now, I’d reduced the number of times I could cast it during a day since I no longer felt comfortable using it as a convenient rest and recuperation spell in addition to a movement spell.  I knew that I’d use it again, though.  Better to be slightly compromised than dead.
I realized that Gretch had been silent throughout the discussion and wondered what she thought about it, but I resolved to ask later when I had some actual free time. 
Shouldering my pack, I strode to the far wall before canceling the spell.
The slightly startled expressions on my companion's faces when I reappeared weren’t nearly as funny as I’d anticipated after learning that the abyss could be affecting me.
“That’s not exactly impressive,” Axerager commented with a chuckle.  “My movement ability goes further than that.”
Realizing that I’d seen him teleport short distances in combat, I conceded the point.  However, I had to grin at the fact that I’d been able to have a particularly intense sexual encounter in the microsecond it took me to flash from point A to point B.  
“I’m glad you still appreciate the spell,” Tic thought, her tone relieved.
“We still have to talk about it,” I thought, not ready to fully forgive her.  “While it’s very convenient, I have no interest in losing who I am to the abyss for the privilege of visiting.”
“Fair,” she replied.
“What are we waiting for?” Axerager demanded.  “Didn’t you just promise another brawl?”
Nodding, I ported everyone who would fit through my house to the Firetail plateau.  Seeing no immediate combat, I quickly returned and scooped up the rest of my warriors.
“We need a situation report,” Bierg declared, his gaze roving over the busy bustle of Firetails, gremlins, and others as squads hustled about on tasks.
“True enough,” I responded, turning towards the marked stall I’d left the tribal leaders.
Before we’d gone ten paces, a kitsune woman jogged up, her perky, woad-bedecked breasts drawing my attention as she stopped before me.
“Lastra said to send you to the town hall,” she reported with a scowl.
“Maybe don’t ogle the warriors, Husband,” Gill lightly chided me.
“But they’re so ogle-able when they don’t wear anything but body paint,” Gretch declared, coming to my support.
Rolling my eyes, I just headed for the town hall building where I’d first met Chief Lastra.  I wasn’t interested in the kitsune woman.  It just drew the eye when a topless woman jogged up to you, boobs jiggling, regardless of the circumstances.  Besides, my women had better tits than that chick anyway.
I got some muffled giggles from my mind, and Tic conspiratorially thought-whispered, “Nice save.”
Axerager, Jalil, Mara, and the Brander twins accompanied me inside the town hall while the rest of our small unit found a shady spot to rest. 
A council of sorts greeted our arrival:  Lastra, Trakka, General Zappta, the big-ass centaur chief whose name I’d forgotten, and several other dignified peoples of new races that I didn’t recognize.
“Welcome back, Battlemaster,” Chief Lastra greeted me, though she was facing the other direction.
“Chief Lastra,” I acknowledged with a nod.  “How goes the battle?”
“Stagnant, at the moment,” General Zappta answered.  I noticed another gremlin in similar clothing giving Zappta the stink-eye as he spoke.  “The Tormians on the butte were isolated and cut down shortly after you left, though we took some losses once they managed to form up.  Would have liked to have had that monstrous beast you rode in on to break up their formation.”
“Starfire is down for at least a week,” I sadly informed him.
“Just as well,” Zappta replied.  “The bulk of their army has reformed north of the butte and is digging in.  Even that monster would be hard-pressed to make any headway in a frontal assault.”
“I didn’t realize they were that formidable,” I replied, thinking about the many Tormian troops my fellow warriors and I had already dispatched.
“They aren’t, in small groups,” a regal-looking cat-lady wearing diaphanous robes and a crystal tiara replied.
I raised a questioning eyebrow to the woman.
She flicked a round, white ear, revealing the black and white spots on the back side before continuing, “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Mr. Graven.  I’m Princess Leisha of the Spotted Ghost ocelot tribe.   I understand you rescued some of our unfortunate tribe's members from Tormian clutches.  I thank you for that, though it drew us deeper into this cursed war.”
“You’re welcome,” I dryly replied to her backhanded appreciation.  “It sounded like you were going to explain why the Tormians are so hard to fight head-on in large numbers.”
“Of course,” she continued, sweeping a lock of blond and black layered hair over her shoulder.  “We’ve never been at peace with the Tormians, unlike some of the tribes.”
She paused to glare daggers at a massive, hairy man that had to be bear-kin before resuming, “We’ve found that the Tormian troops are forced to take skills that primarily benefit them only when fighting in large groups.  I’m sure you’ve seen their glowing, green pila skill.  It becomes an entirely different thing when they launch them as a formation.  They have other offensive and defensive skills that function much the same way.”
I thought about the mass enchanted pila waves I’d seen the Tormian army deploy from atop the Firetail butte when they’d arrived and nodded solemnly.
“One-on-one, I’d take any of our warriors over a typical Tormian soldier. But once their army forms up, charging them is tantamount to throwing lives away,” Princess Leisha finished her explanation.
“Sounds like the Tromans you mentioned,” Bierg observed.
“Romans, but yeah, there are parallels,” I responded, deep in thought.
“And you are?” The big bear man asked, his beady eyes locked on Bierg and Fierg.
“Bierg Brandr, heir to clan Brandr of the Kingdom of Erif,” Bierg responded, drawing himself up to his full height.
“And I’m Fierg, the spare,” Fierg put in, somewhat ruing the pomp of Bierg’s introduction.
“Were you among the trolls that helped free my people?” Princess Leisha asked, cutting the bear-man off before he could respond.
“We were, your highness,” Bierg replied, a grin curling around his tusks.  “Along with my father, Chief Jorgan Brandr, and a good portion of the clan’s warriors.”
“You have strong allies,” the centaur Chief remarked my way.
“I do indeed, Chief… um”
“Ironshanks!” Skryvonna hissed into my mind, sounding exasperated.
“Chief Ironshanks,” I finished with a grin.
“Is it true that you are somehow the Alpha of the dispersed Blackpaw Gnoll Pack?” Princess Leisha asked me, though her slitted eyes darted to Jalil over my shoulder.
“It is,” I answered simply.
Most of the room glanced over at Jalil, but their gazes returned to me when he didn’t utter a word of contradiction.
“There is a sizable splinter of your pack dwelling in Spotted Ghost lands.  I’d be happy to send them to you,” the princess declared, though her expression made me think the statement was more a test.
“She wants to discover if you’re strong enough to take the extra people and deal with the inevitable challenges that an influx of gnolls will cause,” Gill explained with a satisfied giggle.  “Go ahead and agree.”
“I would be delighted to have more of the pack returned to Blackpaw lands,” I declared, though I wondered if she meant direct challenges to my leadership or the logistical challenge of tending to new people.
Whatever answer she’d been expecting, it wasn’t that.  Her eyes widened fractionally before she replied, “I’ll send a runner after this meeting.”
“If everyone is finished measuring our player friend here,” Chief Lastra said, “can we resume finding a solution to the Tormian problem?”
There were some grumbles, but everyone turned back to a central table that I belatedly realized bore a large map of the area.
Squeezing into the crowd, I noticed small, carved figurines denoting tribal troops surrounding a block that I assumed designated the Tormian army.
“Is Scott with them?” I asked, suddenly realizing that no one had mentioned the powerful necromancer.
“Thankfully, no,” Zappta responded.  “He hasn’t been seen since you ran those zombies off a cliff and opened the door wide for our kin to come rescue the Firetails and I.”
The bear-man snorted, his expression reflecting skepticism. 
“Something to add, mister….” I asked, schooling my face to be pleasant and struggling to keep my obvious sarcasm out of my tone.
“Chief,” he grunted, correcting the title I’d given him.  “Chief Houmoun of the Darkhunter Ursine tribe.  And no, I just think our distinguished little friends here are overstating your roll in the rout of the Tormians.”
I opened my mouth to disagree but noticed General Zappta surreptitiously shaking his head, altering my response.
“You’re probably right,” I agreed.  “It doesn’t really matter as the bulk of their army is still undefeated in tribal territory.”
The big man grumbled and rolled his beady, brown eyes, but he turned back to the map instead of further provoking me.
“That was diplomatic of you,” Skryvonna chuckled in my mind.
“I get the impression he’s proud and dumb,” I answered.  “I don’t give a shit what he thinks, but I’m assuming he’s got a lot of shaggy bear men with weapons down at the base that we can’t afford to lose.  I’ll try not to piss him off if I can manage it.”
“Wise, but you may not have a choice,” Gill added.  “It’s in ursine nature to challenge any they perceive to hold a higher social status.  He’s a young chief and may try to use you to increase his status among his people.”
“Gods help him if he does,” Gretch giggled.
“I’m more worried about where Scott went,” I observed as the Tribal leadership settled into a strategic discussion.
“He probably just went back to Torm,” Skryvonna stated.  “If his empire is large, I do not imagine he has the luxury of remaining on the frontlines of this small, tribal war for long.  Let us hope he has more enemies and cannot just send troops through a bind point in overwhelming numbers.”
A chill settled over me at her words.  The Roman empire had once stretched from Gibraltar to Constantinople.  This little war could be almost beneath his notice.  Still, he had personally shown up, so we were more than a burr in his saddle.
“We could crush them!” Chief Houmoun roared, bringing my attention back to the gathering.
“I’m not sending the Herd on a suicide charge!” Chief Ironshanks bellowed right back.
“The Firetails could cover you with shaman magic,” the ursine leader insisted.
 “The Firetails are exhausted,” argued the centaur.
I watched in fascination, wondering if the brass in my old world held similar conversations around digital maps.  As a former NCO, my expertise leaned more toward the tactical rather than grand strategy.
Letting my eyes rove over the map as they argued, I puzzled out which little animal figurines denoted which tribes and decided that the Tormians were fairly fucked, however it went.  If I was reading the map correctly, they were at the edge of a region riddled with canyons and gorges.  There didn’t seem to be much farmland for them to plunder, reminding me of the saying, “An army marches on its stomach.”
“Why not just starve them out?” I asked before even making a conscious decision to speak.
“You can’t siege an army in the field!” Chief Houmoun growled.
“Why not?” I asked, meeting the ursine man’s belligerent gaze.  “It sounds like they need to be in formation to fight effectively.  Just don’t give them a target.  Keep them surrounded by a screen of troops.  When they advance, withdraw, but nip at their heels from another direction.  Surely, they aren’t as mobile as the tribal troops.”
“They’re not, except for maybe the ursine,” Ironshanks agreed with a hearty chuckle.
“You’re going to take the advice of an Earth human player?” Houmoun demanded, glancing around the room.  “We can’t just let the Tormians roam around the Spine until they get hungry and go home!  We have to wipe them out now!”
“Why?” Chief Trakka piped up. The dignified little gremlin tapped her lips with a claw in her signature thinking pose.  “They aren’t hurting much where they are.  We can set up defenses between them and Firemont, effectively locking them out of anywhere but the warrens.”
“Their formation abilities won’t help them much if they have to assault gremlin siege engines,” she continued, cutting off the irate bear man before he could argue further.  “It gives us the advantage we’re looking for.  Let the Tormians get lost in the warrens.  Maybe they’ll clear out some of the monsters that dwell there.”
The conversation lasted for another few hours, but I could tell that the basic strategy was settled with Lastra’s sponsorship.  The gremlin chief didn’t speak as much as some of the physically larger people in the ad-hoc war council, but her words carried significant weight.
After a while, leaders began to leave in singles and pairs, and I decided to make my escape.
“I’m going to head to my town,” I told Lastra and Trakka.  “Apparently, there’s a lot I need to get my head around and not a lot of time for me to do it.”
I held out one of the little key disks to each of them.  “This key will take one person to my nexus if they use it at a bind point.  Let me know if you need my warriors, and we’ll come running.”
“Thank you, Alpha Andric, of the Blackpaw Pack,” Chief Lastra replied formally.




Chapter 8 – Insult to Injury

“I thought we were going to a fight,” Axerager grumbled as we materialized back on the town’s bind point. 
“If I’d wanted to attend a council meeting, I could have stayed home,” Bierg agreed. 
“I’ll try to make sure we fling ourselves into impossible odds next time, if you guys are so bored,” I joked. 
“You know,” Fierg added, “You’re awful at choosing targets to raid.  You’re supposed to pick places with little to no defenses.  First, it’s the swarm; now some light-damned imperial army.  For once, you could bring us somewhere nice, like a sleepy little halfling village… on a lake, maybe with a nice sunrise.”
“Ah, you’d just get bored,” I laughed.
“Maybe, but I’d live longer,” he chuckled in return.
The modest bustle of my newly acquired town caught my attention.  Trolls and gnolls mingled as they went about, many with bundles over their shoulders or using small, wooden carts.  Little plumes of dust followed those more heavily laden as they trudged the dry, dirt paths.
“How many trolls did you bring over?” I asked, looking over at Axerager.
“Something over a hundred, I’d guess,” he replied, his head swiveling around to survey the town.  “Where’s the damn tavern, anyway?”
“No idea,” I replied.  “Maybe we’ll set up a tent.”
“Nothing wrong with a good eating tent,” Bierg rumbled, a faint smile tugging his lower lip tight against his great, curving tusks.
“We need to get the town hall light slate in order,” Jalil reminded me.
“Let me go grab my people from my home so they can stretch their legs,” I answered, attempting to put off the inevitable just a bit longer.
Jalil rubbed his tired eyes and nodded. 
I, on the other hand, felt great.  I’d gotten more sleep in the red, misty abyssal pocket than I had at any additional time since arriving in my new life.  While I’d escaped Scott’s clutches less than twenty-four hours ago, I’d also received two full nights of sleep in the same amount of time– not to mention the opportunity for invigorating sex with my wives.
“Go grab a nap, Jalil,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder.  “I’ll take my time getting back, and then we’ll get to work.”
“Will do, Alpha,” the big gnoll nodded, slugging me in the shoulder before wandering off.
“We’ll be heading home,” Bierg announced, gesturing to the rest of his warband.  “Raiding season is approaching.  We may not be around the next time you get your pale, human ass in trouble.  So, don’t get in trouble.”
“I’ll see what I can do,” I grinned at the big warrior while clasping his forearm. 
“If you can’t stay out of trouble, then at least win,” Fierg followed up with a forearm clasp of his own.  “You have a clan to think about now,” he added, gesturing around the square with his free hand.
“Since when did you become the voice of responsibility?” I asked.
“Always have been,” Fierg chuckled.  “Bierg is the reckless one.”
Even Axerager snorted in disbelief at that.
I exchanged forearm clasps with the rest of the warband before Axerager whisked them back to Rathfuerg, leaving me in the square with the women who’d attached themselves to me.
Noticing Trenah glancing around with a furrowed brow, I touched her shoulder to get her attention. 
“You okay?” I asked when her slitted green eyes met mine. 
“It’s just so strange,” she said softly.  “A few days ago, this was my town, full of my people.”
“I um… yeah,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair.
“Don’t worry, Chief,” she said with a small laugh.  “I’m not accusing you.  I know we took the land from the gnolls, to begin with.  I’m sure they took it from some other people.  It’s natural for the strong to prosper. If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s my old Chief’s for taking up with Torm.  My own people sold me.  You saved me from the Tormian slavers.  It’s just odd not to see crocs walking these streets, is all.”
“Right, I’m headed home to offer everyone else a chance to come to town and stretch their legs.  You all want to stay here?”
“I’m coming with you,” Trenah instantly answered.
“Me too,” Ceria declared, her tail flicking towards me. 
“I’ll explore the town,” Mara drawled, rolling her eyes at the other two.
“I’ll be back in a couple of hours,” I told her before returning home.
My wives and Tic shimmered into existence as we arrived. 
“I am going to bathe,” Skryvonna declared.
I raised a questioning eyebrow in her direction, knowing none of my Summons needed to bathe.
“It feels good,” she snapped defensively as she departed.
“I’m going with her,” Gretch announced, enthusiastically stripping her strappy bodysuit off as she scampered down the hall after the drider, her spaded tail lashing in excitement.
“You should all go,” I said, turning to Gill, Elyria, and Tic.  “Take some time to relax.”
“Where are you going?” Gill asked.
“I’m going to check in on everyone and offer them the chance to get out of here for a while.”
“I could use a bath and some food,” Trenah said, her hands rubbing along her flat stomach. 
“I’ll cook something after our bath,” Elyria announced. 
The girls turned en masse and headed after Gretch and Vonna, and I felt myself fondly smiling after them.
After a few seconds, the eerie silence in my head began to make me feel antsy.  I should have been happy to have my thoughts to myself, but it made me feel a bit empty.
Filing that thought away, I headed down the hall, searching for the others. 
As I passed, I heard grunts through the training room door and peeked inside. 
Court slashed at a padded practice dummy with a training sword.  Sweat coursed down her scantily clad body as her ribs rose and fell with the tremendous gasping breaths she took.
“I thought you preferred spears,” I said before thinking my comment through.
She whirled on me, her green eyes feverishly bright and her black ears flat against her hair.
“I do prefer spears, asshole,” she snarled.  “They allow a small person like me to fight with greater range and leverage.  They also require TWO FUCKING HANDS!”
I put my hands up in surrender, eyeing the shield that obscured the stump of her severed arm. 
“It’s not fucking working,” she growled, flinging her arm out.  The shield, having no hand to anchor it, flew off her stump and clattered against a wall.
“I’ll find a way to fix it,” I offered, looking her steadily in the eye
“I’m not a troll, idiot,” she retorted, rolling her eyes.  “My limbs won’t grow back because you buy an overpriced healing potion.”
“Then how do they grow back?” I asked quietly. 
“I don’t know that they do,” she snorted, some of the tension leaving her posture.  “I suppose the gods could give me a new arm.  Maybe the highest clerics in the land could perform a miracle, but I’ve never seen anyone regrow an arm.”
I’d been idly studying the bandages covering the stump while she talked and noticed thin, red lines creeping out from the bandage underneath her skin.
“Let me see it,” I demanded, a chill hand closing over my heart.
“No,” she barked, her combative posture returning in a flash as she hid her bandaged stump behind her back.
“When was the last time Purple looked at it?” I asked, keeping my tone neutral and my body relaxed.
“She’s done all she can,” Court asserted, dodging my question.  “More healing potions aren’t going to make any difference now that the wound is closed.”
If I’d had my buffs, I might have tried to seize her arm and look for myself, but I doubted I could harmlessly overwhelm the fierce panther woman alone even if she were down an arm.
“If it’s healed up, why are you still wearing bandages on it?” I asked, hoping to reason with her.
“It’s still tender,” she replied, though her gleaming eyes flicked away from me when she said it.  “I wrap it to train.”
“And to hide the blood poisoning creeping through your veins?” I asked softly.
Her mouth dropped open, and I used the moment of surprise to touch her forehead with the back of my hand.
“You’re not sweating this hard from training,” I said, struggling to keep the anger out of my voice.  “You’re burning with fever.  Was the play to just die in your sleep without telling anyone?”
“I don’t need you to look after me,” she hissed.  “Either the fever will burn itself out, or it won’t.   Fever isn’t a sword slash that can be healed in seconds with a health potion.  Healing magic doesn’t work that way.  It speeds up the body’s healing ability at the cost of personal energy.  There’s nothing to heal in a fever.”
“No,” I sighed.  “There’s an infection to fight.  I’m sure there’s some form of antibiotics in this world.  Hell, my old world could combat infections and fever without magic.” 
“I’m fine on my own,” she insisted, looking at the ground now.  “I’m not letting you use my injury to turn me into your personal slut for the rest of my life.”
“What?” I asked, my thoughts jerked away from recalling everything I knew about infections.
“You’re going to try to bed me and add me to your harem to fix my arm,” Court muttered, her voice flat and defeated.  “Either that, or you’ll toss me aside at your next stop and leave me to fend for myself.  I have to prove I’m useful with one arm.”
“I hadn’t considered binding you to save the arm, though I suppose it would probably work.  I don’t know if I’d have allowed it even if you’d begged me.  A lot going on up here already,” I quipped, tapping my temple with an index finger.
“You’d let me die?”  Court asked, some fire returning to her eyes.
“You don’t know if you’re coming or going, do you?” I asked with a genuine chuckle. 
“Explain that phrase,” Court demanded.
“Not important,” I said, waving away the comment with a hand.  “Regrowing your arm isn’t even that important right now.  What’s important is that you show me your arm, so I have some idea of how bad the infection is.  If nothing else, we’ll amputate it higher up with a sterile blade and instantly heal you.”
“You will not!” she screamed, still hiding her arm behind her back.
“Probably not,” I agreed mildly.  “Probably wouldn’t even be thinking about it if you’d let me or Purple know earlier, either.  We’re here to help you, angry cat.  You just have to let us.”
“Did you just call me an angry cat?” Court demanded, her green, cat-pupiled eyes narrowing dangerously.
“Yep,” I replied easily.  “If it offends you, quit acting like an angry, feral cat.  You have friends here.  We care about you, and we will care for you, even if it means getting scratched all to hell.” 
She opened her mouth to retort, but I spoke over her.
“I’m going to check on everyone else.  You can train, or sulk, or throw yourself a pity party.  When I’m done, me and Purple are going to take a look at your arm and figure out what to do about the infection.  Once we get that under control, we’ll figure out a way to get you an arm back.  In the meantime, I’m sure Bo’urk and Arentha would be delighted to make a cap for it that belches acid or something else suitable to your charming personality.”
She hefted her wooden sword as if to attack me, but I spun on my heel and strode out of the training hall.  Mostly sure she wouldn’t brain me while my back was turned. I managed not to look back until I was out the door.
Court stood where I’d left her, wooden sword half-raised and a scowl on her face.  I shot her a winning smile and a wave before turning down the hall to find Purple. 
When I was sure she couldn’t see my face, I let my anger show at the childish and pointless act of self-sacrifice.  I understood she valued her independence, and her sense of self-worth was tied up in her competency– but keeping an infection a secret was just monumentally stupid.  If I weren’t so worried about her health, I’d equip up and bend the prickly panther-girl over my knee.
“What’s happened?” Purple demanded after I flung open the door to her workshop and stormed in.
I took a moment to compose myself.  Snapping at Purple for no reason certainly wouldn’t help the situation.
“Our resident pussy-cat is trying to murder herself,” I answered after blowing out a long breath.
“She wouldn’t!” Purple exclaimed, a hand flying to her mouth.
“Not directly,” I agreed.  “She got blood poisoning in what’s left of that arm and hid it from everyone.”
“I’ll go see her at once,” the voluptuous troll declared, snatching up a black leather bag and hustling around her workspace, dropping items into it.
“Better give her a few minutes,” I sighed, sinking into a couch near the door.  “I wasn’t too happy when I found out and may have been a bit out of line with my reaction.”
“Did you strike her?” Purple asked, an odd expression on her face.
“What? Of course not,” I exclaimed.
“Good, I won’t feel so bad when I do, then,” Purple growled, her eyes narrow.  “What was she thinking, hiding blood poisoning from us?”
“Probably, that she would die before inconveniencing us or some other brutally noble horse shit,” I sighed, messaging my temples.              
“Probably,” Purple agreed with a startled chuckle.  She finished stuffing her bag with potions and powders at a more sedate pace before walking over and sitting beside me on the couch.
“Turn around, Chief,” she said, holding her hands up and flexing them at shoulder height to mime a massage.
I complied, figuring the curvy troll woman would probably give an excellent massage with her long, slender fingers.
Purple surprised me by pulling me backward onto her delightfully soft chest and wrapping her arms around me.
My first instinct was to extract myself, but I just sighed and scooted around a bit to get my back comfortable against the massive pillows of her breasts.  Her hands trailed from my ears down over my chest, investigating the shredded remnants of my black leather shirt.
“Who was your ‘training partner’ this time?” she cooed with a soft giggle.
“Skryvonna,” I grunted with an answering chuckle, guessing she’d put together the reason my shirt had been torn when we’d first met.
“You may want to consider just going without a shirt,” Purple murmured, her fingers tracing the faint slashes that still marred my chest.  “I think I’ve seen you in torn clothing more often than not.”
“Maybe,” I agreed, laying my head back onto Purple’s supporting shoulder and allowing myself to relax and enjoy the calming effect of the troll’s delicate touch.
“Mmmm,” she hummed in my ear, her hands straying further down my torso.  “It’s too bad we have a sick kitty to take care of.  I think I just may have you all to myself for once.”
“You do indeed,” I answered, my voice going a bit hoarse.  “We really can’t let it wait,” I finished with a sigh.  “I wouldn’t have delayed this long if I didn’t think letting her cool off some would save time in the long run.”
I felt the smooth curve of a tusk brush the back of my head as purple kissed behind my ear.
“Make some time for me when you can, okay, Chief?” she asked.  Her tone was light enough to assure me that she intended the comment to be a heartfelt offer, not a demand.
“As soon as I can,” I answered, covering her hands with my own and closing my eyes.”
“There you are, betrothed,” Ceria’s voice broke my moment of tranquility.
“Here I am,” I agreed, cracking an eye to see Ceria, her hair and translucent white robe wet. 
She slithered over the arm of the couch and into my lap, pressing the bubble-gum pink tips of her breasts hard against the sheer fabric as she crawled into my lap.
“Is Purple joining the family as well?” She asked without judgment.
“I don’t think so,” I answered, gathering the slender kobold in my arms as her tail wrapped Purple and me up.  “I wouldn’t take her from her studies.”
“But, Chief…” Purple began. 
“We’ll talk about it later,” I assured her gently.  “I know you said you may have changed your mind.  Let’s relax for another half a minute before trying to bathe a cat.”
“What cat?” Ceria asked while settling herself down more comfortably in the impromptu cuddle puddle.
“Court,” I sighed.  “We aren’t really bathing her, but I expect getting her to cooperate will be about as fun as bathing an unwilling cat.”
“What is she not cooperating with?” Ceria murmured, her lithe body now molded against mine.
“What does she cooperate with?” Purple said with a quiet, mirthless chuckle.  “This time, it’s the infection in her arm that she’s hidden from everyone.”
“Court follows orders in the field and is tirelessly vigilant where Andric’s safety is concerned,” Ceria reminded us, sticking up for her friend.
“True enough,” I conceded.   “I just wish she was half as protective about herself.”
“I think she fears losing you and her tenuous place here more than she fears death,” Ceria observed, shutting me up completely.
“Well, she can’t be here if she’s dead,” I said after a few moments of silence.
Ceria flowed onto her feet with that mind-bending grace I was becoming accustomed to non-humans possessing.  Standing after her, I turned and gave Purple a hand up.
Gretch poked her head in just as we turned to the door.
“I didn’t miss anything, did I?” Gretch asked, worry crossing her face.
“Nothing major,” I laughed, my mood elevated just seeing my sexy hob-succubus. 
“Something minor?” Gretch asked, falling into step with the rest of us as we headed back to the training room.
“Light cuddling and a problem with Court,” I explained, wrapping an arm around Gretch’s slender waist and pulling her tight against me.
“That’s okay, then,” Gretch said with a smirk.  “I do like to snuggle, though, Chief.  What’s wrong with the kitty cat?”
“I know you do,” I said, patting her ass fondly.  “I’ll make sure you get snuggled later.  As for Court, her wound is infected despite the healing she’s received.  She’s been trying to hide it because she’s Court.”
“Must have been some fabric or something in the wound before it got sealed up,” Gretch said with a solemn nod as we arrived at the training room. 
I felt my eyes widen in surprise as I regarded my feisty wife.
“What?” she asked in response to my expression.  “I thought everyone knew it was dangerous to have anything in a wound before healing.”
“Maybe they do,” I muttered, though the potential reason for the infection had certainly never occurred to me.  I figured magic healing potions healed like... well, fucking magic.  Now that I think about it, I remember seeing Purple and Troat thoroughly cleaning wounds before healing.  It just seemed natural for wounds to be cleaned and dressed, so I hadn’t questioned it.
Court sat, waiting despondently on one of the sparring mats, with a scowl on her face, but her maimed arm lay in her lap with the masking bandages already removed.
Purple stomped over to the wounded woman and crouched before her, an angry scowl on her face.
Rather than argue with the angry troll, Court meekly held out her handless limb, a look of misery on her face.
Gripping the offered arm just below the elbow, Purple rotated it while carefully studying the nasty red lines of infection that crept up the veins.  She even sniffed it before gently tucking it back into Court’s lap.
The expectant silence grew as we all watched Purple run a thumb over a tusk, deep in contemplation.
“Chief, can you give me ten gold?” she finally asked.
“Yeah,” I replied without even having to consider it.  “You think you can fix it without having to amputate more?”
“Oh, most likely,” Purple replied, shaking herself out of her thoughts.  “Only need two gold or so for our poor kitten here,” she added, grinning down at Court.
Court opened her mouth to protest, but Purple silenced her with an upraised hand.
“If you’re going to act like a dumb kitten, then I’m going to call you a kitten,” Purple snarled, her previous annoyance returning full force.  “It wouldn’t take two silvers to fix if you hadn’t been a stubborn bitch and had showed me as soon as the infection started.  As it is, you’d be knocking on the door to Grolam’s gates within a week if Andric hadn’t saved you from your own stupidity.”
I blinked in surprise at the usually demure troll’s outburst but wisely kept my mouth shut.
“The other eight gold is for Starfire,” Purple finished softly with a dimpled smile beneath her tusks.  “I need Starfire well so I can have her sit on this ornery cat if I need her to.”
“Not a cat,” Court muttered, though her feverish gaze was locked onto the scarred flesh that capped her forearm, and there was no fight left in her tone.
“At least I upgraded you from kitty,” Purple harrumphed, standing and stalking out the room without another word.
I stood to follow her to the auction kiosk but glanced from the injured pantherkin to the door in indecision.
“I will stay with her, betrothed,” Ceria volunteered, one slender, red hand stroking Court’s midnight ear. 
“Thanks,” I said, leaning in to kiss my kobold fiancée gently on the lips before turning to catch up with Purple.
Gretch, right behind me, whispered, “Purple is a little scary.”
I reached back and grabbed her hand before answering, “I think she’s just one of those people who take giving care very seriously.  She’s likely angrier at herself for not noticing than at Court for not telling her.”
“If you say so, Chief,” Gretch responded dubiously as we entered the portal room. 
Tic had apparently already been there because she and Purple were shoulder-to-shoulder in front of an auction kiosk when Gretch and I arrived.
“…Drakenshade and Pan’s Bane, too,” Tic said as I strolled up to them.
“You’re an alchemist as well?” I asked.
“Not as such, boss,” Tic answered sweetly without glancing at me.  “I’m a novice at best, but I know different components than Purple as we come from very different places.  Once Purple works with the ingredients I suggest, she’ll be able to add the knowledge of their properties to her growing repertoire.”
“Sounds… good,” I mumbled while counting out gold pieces onto the portal dais.
That brought my total down to just over thirty gold.  I hoped the town had some way of sustaining itself and all its new members.  Thirty gold seemed like a lot for one person, but it would probably be laughably insufficient if I had to fund the town out-of-pocket.
  Two minutes of strangely scientific conversation later, the two turned to me, and Purple asked, “Would you like to review the purchases, Chief?”
“I wouldn’t know what I was looking at, anyway,” I said with a chuckle before slapping my hand on the ‘confirmation’ handprint. My small pile of gold was replaced by a truly prodigious quantity of alchemical reagents in all sorts of bottles, flasks, baskets, and boxes.
Purple clapped her hands together and did a happy little hop that drew every eye in the room to her very bouncy assets. 
“Is it okay to leave most of this here until after I get Court sorted, Chief?” she asked.
“Sure, I’m not planning on buying anything anytime soon,” I said with a smile at her infectious exuberance.
“Thanks!” she called before turning to Tic and requesting help locating specific reagents. 
“We’re leaving for my town in an hour or so, if you want to get some sun,” I called over my shoulder as Gretch led me out of the portal room.
“Elyria is cooking,” Gretch explained as she led me toward the formal dining room.
“Why not eat at the small table?” I asked.
“Dunno,” Gretch said, not breaking stride.  “I just want to taste Elyria’s cooking again.”
“Fair enough,” I chuckled, picking up the pace so my hob-succubus wife wasn’t dragging me down the hall.
Stepping into the room, I was inundated by the sight and aroma of meat of every kind filling the long dining table.  Everyone but Purple, Ceria, and Court had made their way into the room.
Elyria set down another platter of steaming steak and looked up to catch my eye.
“A lot of the meat is getting near to spoiling, so I cooked it all,” she said with a proud smile at the spread before us.
“Sounds good to me,” I answered, my stomach growling in anticipation.
Grabbing a chair, I piled a plate high with steaks and dug in.
“What’s the plan now, Alpha?” Gill asked when we’d all slowed down sometime later.
“Need to see about this town light slate,” I answered, leaning back and resting my hands on my full stomach.  “Once everything is in order, I plan to finally bind Ceria.  We’ll see where to go from there.”
“You can’t bind me yet,” Ceria said with a sad smile.
“What?” I exclaimed.  My short-term goal had been to bind Ceria for so long that it felt like a kick in the guts to hear that I couldn’t.
“I thought you knew,” Ceria explained.  “You can bring me into the family any time you like.  I’m most eager for it, in fact.  I can’t become your Summon until you deliver the gremlins to the dungeon, though.  That was the dungeon’s price to release me, and it hasn’t been met yet.”
I blew out a sigh and dropped my gaze to my empty plate.  In all the excitement, I’d forgotten that little detail.  Scott’s arrival had put the relocation of the five-hundred gremlin settlers on hold indefinitely.  I felt my hands curl into fists in anger at the asshole for causing my family and me even more strife.
“I’m not going to postpone our wedding until I can deliver the gremlins unless you would prefer to wait,” I said after thinking it through.   “I don’t just want you as a summon.  I would like you to join the family.”
“Of course, betrothed, I do not wish to wait,” Ceria answered smoothly.  “It’s not as if I can’t accompany you without being bound to you.  In some ways, I am more useful without the limitations of your other wives at the moment.”
“No one objects to Ceria joining the family in any capacity,” Skryvonna put in.  “Now that is settled.  You need to check your quests and experience gains from the Firemont incident as soon as possible.”
“True,” I agreed, my mind shifting gears.  “It’ll have to wait until after the town business.  The place doesn’t even have a name.  I need to get it sorted before I do anything else.  People live there, and I’m responsible for getting their place in order.”
“Your people live there, Andric,” Tic spoke up.  “And they need your leadership.”
“That’s… true,” I muttered, not for the first time wondering how I had managed to acquire a tribe of people.
“Our people, Alpha,” Gill soothed.  “You don’t have to do anything alone.”
I smiled and glanced all around the table.  Every set of eyes met mine unflinchingly, determination written on every face. 
“All right,” I said, bolstered by the support of my friends and family.  “Let me check on Court, and we’ll go to town.  Everyone can come and get out of the nexus for a while if they want.”
“Court is asleep,” Purple said as she walked into the room.  “She won’t wake up for half a day, probably.  I gave her quite a potent cocktail of healing draughts, for both wounds and illness.  Hopefully, the infection will abate by the time she wakes.”
“Are you coming to town with us?” I asked Purple as she sat down and dug in. 
“I’m going to stay here and monitor Court.  I don’t expect any complications, but I’d feel irresponsible if I left her side for too long.”
“Well, I guess I’m out of valid reasons to run from paperwork any longer,” I chuckled.  “Who all’s coming with me?”
My wives and Tic simply vanished, equipping me fully.  I’d taken Purple’s advice and hadn’t bothered replacing the torn shirt.  Vonna was sufficient clothing for me to be decent.
“You should still wear something protective under me,” the drider in question answered my thought.  “In case you send me to fight and take a wound.”               I let loose a content sigh, glad that my summons were once again in my thoughts, though I shielded that particular thought from them.
Bo’urk, Arentha, Ceria, and Trenah all stood and headed for the portal room.
I stopped by Purple’s chair and gave her a one-armed hug.
“Thanks for taking care of Court,” I said.
“Of course,” she replied, grinning up at me through her tusks.  “I’m the closest thing you have to a healer until you actually find a healer.  Then I’ll be free to explore some of the more interesting aspects of alchemy.”
“Don’t you already?” I asked, thinking of my supersized adolescent rhino.
“Yes, but I have to split my focus between healing and augmentation.  Not that I’m complaining, Chief.  I could have never dreamed of living such a fulfilling life.  It would be fun to be splitting my focus between augmentation and destruction, though,” she finished with a girlish giggle.
“I’ll keep an eye out for a healer,” I replied with a grin of my own.
“She scares me sometimes,” Elyria observed.  “I’m not sure she’s completely sane.”
“Is anyone?” I thought back.
“I… don’t know,” Elyria thought. 
“Sanity is more of a sliding scale than a checkbox,” I mentally chuckled, thinking about my references so my Summons would understand.
“That is a profound thought from you,” Skryvonna observed.
“I probably read it in a fortune cookie,” I quipped.
Everyone else was waiting when we arrived in the portal room, so I sent us all to my unnamed town without delay.
An angry mob of unfamiliar gnolls confronted Jalil and a knot of my troops in the square.  A massive brute of a gnoll sporting a blue mohawk at the front had his face inches from Jalil’s, spewing obscenities.
I felt Gill preparing to manifest but held her back, “Let me handle it.”
“Of course, Alpha,” she replied, settling down.
“… bloody human can’t be an Alpha!” the big gnoll shouted.
Jalil caught my arrival out of the corner of his eye and backed away from his antagonist with a satisfied smile on his face.
“I suggest you take it up with the human, then,” Jalil said, nodding in my direction.
The big gnoll whirled toward me.
“This is what you’re all following?  This is who you call Alpha?” The gnoll roared.  “I’d challenge you, but you don’t even have the right of challenge, human.  I appreciate whatever small role you played in taking back Blackpaw lands, but you are no Alpha.”
Some of the trolls lining the perimeter of the square chuckled grimly, but the gnolls all wore severe expressions.
“This is Grunell,” Jalil introduced the angry gnoll.  “He thinks he should be the pack’s Alpha.”
“Hello, Grunell,” I said evenly. 
Rather than answering, Grunell charged.




Chapter 9 – 4 X

I met the gnoll’s charge with a quick jab, before stepping to the right and unloading a powerful right cross that connected hard with the big fella’s square jaw.
Rather than collapsing in a heap like I half-expected, Grunell took a single step back and grinned at me.  He spit a glob of red saliva on the ground, and I was glad to see that I’d at least cut his inner cheek.
“I’m taking this pack, human,” he rumbled, his yellow eyes focused, the rage from seconds ago completely gone.  He raised his hands in a boxing guard and carefully strode forward.
I noted his footwork as he stalked in.  Feet spread, knees slightly bent– this dude knew a thing or two about fighting. 
Remembering my fight with Fierg, I launched a leg kick as soon as his lead leg was in range.
The fucker checked it!  Countering leg kicks isn’t too hard.  You just turn your leg to the outside and bend your knee.  Kneecap trumps shin bone, and your thigh doesn’t take a pounding.  The trick is to check the leg kick and still focus on the fight upstairs.
Not only did he check the kick, but he unleashed a fast combo of crisp punches while I was off-balance.
I deflected the first two but caught a fist to the ribs I didn’t see coming.  Joke’s on him, though; armor trumps bare knuckles. 
“Cheater,” he barked.
“Dumbass,” I scoffed. 
If there were rules about Alpha challenges, this joker should have used them to his advantage.  He obviously knew how to fight, but his leather armor was less effective at blocking blunt impacts than my chitin plate.
He rapidly shuffled a few steps forward and threw a quick one-two combo at my head.  I deflected one punch and slipped another, getting inside the range of his long arms and launching a hard hook into his kidney before backing out of range. 
His armor ate some of the force, but with Gill’s pick riding at my hip, I was punching like a freight train, and Grunell chuffed a hitched breath with the blow.
I’d wiped the smile off his face, but I didn’t like the look of the snarl of determination that replaced it.
The bulky gnoll stalked back in, his guard up and his eyes sharp.  If I’d had to fight this guy in my past life, I’d have been hopelessly outclassed, but this wasn’t my past life.  My reflexes, grace, speed, and power were so far beyond my previous best that I couldn’t even see them in the rear-view.
“Should we kill him?” One of the trolls yelled from the sidelines.
I took a step back and glanced over to see several of my new troll citizens fingering weapons and eyeing the new pack of gnolls that had shown up with Grunell.  They all wore distinctive leather armor that sported darkly stained tribal patterns similar to Mara’s woad paint.
Shooting Grunell a hard glance to find him patiently waiting for my answer, I allowed a portion of my attention to the crowd.
“No one interferes!” I shouted.  “This puppy thinks he should be Alpha.  Let’s see if he has what it takes.”
I wasn’t entirely confident I could take the big gnoll, but there was no reason to announce that to the crowd.  I couldn’t just use my abilities and kill the man, either.  Not if I wanted the large pack of followers behind him, anyway.
With that, Grunell put up his fists with a sharp nod and started back in.
“You want me to take off my armor first?” I asked with a false smile.  “She’ll likely just kill you if you start to win.”
“Andric,” Skryvonna hissed in dismay, “Never give up an advantage!”
“Appearances matter for this fight,” I answered.  “Besides, I’ll call you back if I need to.”
“Do that,” she grumbled.
“She?” Grunell asked in confusion before adding. “Whatever you want to do, little man.  You’ll be dead soon either way.”
“How about you lose your armor, as well,” I pleasantly suggested as I materialized my weapons and armor on the ground at Ceria’s feet.  She quickly stooped and lifted the chitin into her arms as Trenah snatched up my weapons.
Grunell grimaced but returned to his group and got assistance stripping off his armor.
I’d forgotten to replace my shirt and smirked when I noticed the faint scratches still crisscrossing my chest despite the large meal of buff food I’d just eaten.  How deep did she gouge me?
My adversary stalked back into the square, wearing only a broad loincloth and a snarl.  I briefly noted his rangy, scarred physique, but dismissed it just as quickly.  Muscles were always a poor substitute for skill, and they meant even less here on Tournion.
Grunell blurred forward and snapped out a quick jab that caught me in the mouth before I could react. 
The blow stung, but I blocked his follow-up punch and countered with a cross of my own that snapped the taller man’s head back.
He backed up a pace, and I felt a swelling in my chest as something woke within me.  I’d loved this kind of fighting when I’d been on Earth, and now I could operate on a level I’d never dreamed possible.
The gnoll’s movements were graceful and quick, but I was faster and probably held the edge in strength and durability, as well. 
Slamming my fists together with a satisfying crack, I began to stalk my opponent down as Gill growled savagely in my mind.
I flicked out several quick jabs, testing Grunell’s reactions.  He dodged and slipped a few, but I had the satisfaction of feeling my hard knuckles bounce off his face. 
Taking a page out of my book, Grunell tried for a leg kick, but I checked it and countered with a right cross to the solar plexus. 
Rewarded with a grunt, I threw a quick flurry of punches, reveling in the speed and power I could bring to bear.
An overhand left opened a cut over the big gnoll’s right eye before he backed up another step, giving ground.
My lips twisted into a savage grin as I continued walking my opponent down.
Roaring, Grunell stopped his retreat and came forward, leading with a barrage of punches.
Deflecting a jab, I ate a right to deliver a counter left, targeting the cut I’d already opened. 
Grunell kept punching, trying to overwhelm me, but that was fine. 
I dodged and deflected what I could and picked my counterpunches.  It probably looked like a brutal slugfest to onlookers, but with my speed and durability, I didn’t mind taking a few shots in order to launch effective counters.  The trick was to always be going in the direction of the punch.  If that big bastard caught me coming forward, it’d be lights out, buffed durability or not.
I managed to weave myself inside his considerable reach and let loose with a vicious combo that started at his kidneys and ended with an uppercut to his jaw. 
He finally reacted and had to take a step back again. 
This was my fucking town.  My fucking pack.  My fucking space, and I would control it.
I didn’t let up, matching every step back with a step forward and another punch or combo.  When he reached the wall of onlookers, they roughly shoved him forward. 
Savage grin still in place, I caught his head in a Thai clench–fingers interlaced behind his neck– and ripped his head downwards to meet my rising knee.
The meaty ‘thock’ of my kneecap connecting with his face rang out over the shouts of the crowd.  It should have killed him, but this was Tournion.
With a cry of defiance, he grabbed my knees and lunged forward, ripping my legs from beneath me.
Instinctively, I wrapped him into my guard and pulled his head down as I fell back.  We hadn’t hit the ground yet before I was hammering elbows into his face with all the might and leverage I could muster.
He tried to raise himself up to pummel me, but I had my legs wrapped high on his body and my left arm firmly clamped behind his head.  I was no stranger to ground and pound from the bottom, and I used every dirty trick I knew to keep him close as I punished his head with my elbow.
While he attempted to strike me from my guard, I realized I could probably force him to yield with an armbar or choke him out.  He wasn’t defending against either, but I decided to make an example of him instead.
I’d been shifting my hips and gaining leverage while delivering elbow strikes.  When the time was right, I swept him onto his back and achieved full mount. 
The gnoll attempted to copy my move and lock my head to his chest, but he was battered and didn’t seem to have grappling experience from the bottom.  Not to mention, his legs weren’t wrapped around my body, robbing him of critical leverage. 
Getting my hips low, I raised up and dropped hammer fists into the bloody, snarling mess I’d made of his face. 
I caught a few punches in return, but he didn’t have the positioning to generate much force, and I ignored the ineffectual barrage as I continued the brutal task of pounding him into dreamland.
When my hands started aching, I switched to elbows.  No twelve and six rule prevented me from dropping my entire body weight directly down onto the point of my elbow in vicious vertical slashes.
Grunell went wild, thrashing and yelling in a vain attempt to extract himself.  By this time, I’d snaked my lower legs around his and had my hips sunk so deep, that he was only making himself look bad. 
I began to worry that I’d have to kill the man before he’d go out.
“Kill him if you have to,” Gill instructed, her voice ice cold.
Jacked up on adrenaline and testosterone, I was fully prepared to do just that.  I met his desperate scream with a primal war cry of my own as I redoubled my assault.  Blood and teeth flew from beneath my fists and elbows as I partially lost myself in rage that this usurper would try to swoop in and claim everything I’d worked and bled for.
“He’s out,” Elyria’s soft mental voice penetrated my mania like a lightning bolt through a stormy sky, and I froze mid-strike.
My adrenaline was still off the charts, though. 
Leaping off my beaten opponent, I arched my back and bellowed my victory to the cloudy sky as if I’d just won a championship bout.
My surroundings slowly came back into focus, and I scanned the faces around the square.  Most of the trolls were grinning and pumping their fists.  Some of the gnolls joined them, though most just wore satisfied expressions.  A few of Grunell’s group were scowling as though I’d pissed in their cereal.
One of them drew a blade and dashed towards me just as I caught sight of him.
Instantly, I held my shield and pick as my armor encased me like a second skin.  I didn’t get a chance to defend myself, though.
Gill’s spectral hyena screamed a howl of rage as it launched itself from over my shoulder and snatched the assassin up with a grotesque crunch.  Shaking the limp form like a rat, the spell construct tossed the broken body over the heads of the crowd to slam into a distant building, disappearing within.
“Anyone else want to challenge me?” I bellowed, blood misting from my lips.
The foremost gnoll in the new pack knelt and exposed the back of his neck, saying, “No, Alpha,” loud enough to be heard around the square. 
The rest of them followed suit.  Before long, the rest of the gnolls lining the square assumed the same position, leaving the trolls glancing around in confusion.
“I hope you don’t expect us to kiss the ground,” a gruff, familiar voice called out.
“I don’t expect anyone to,” I grumbled before shouting, “Get up!  My pack bows to no man!”
The gnolls sprang to their feet, and one exuberant young male let out a string of high-pitched yips to the sky.  Others took up the eerie sound, and every gnoll in the square joined in until it sounded like an army of banshees yipping, howling, and laughing at the sky.
Grinning at the display, I found Jalil and wandered over to him. 
“Keep an eye on things,” I said, clapping him on the shoulder and leaving behind a bloody handprint.  “I’m going to get a healer and see if we can save that one.”
Jalil followed my pointing finger to the bloody mess that had been Grunell.  He tilted his head from side to side for a moment before nodding in agreement with a smile.
“I’ve got this,” he agreed.
I ported back to the nexus and jogged to Purple’s lab.  Finding it empty, I checked Court’s room and found the pair.  Court still slept while Purple sat curled up in a chair, reading a book.
She glanced up when I opened the door, only to gasp and spring to her feet.
“What happened?” she demanded, her pink eyes sparkling lavender under the blue lights of the nexus.
“Little fight,” I said with a careless laugh to put her at ease.  “I do need you for my opponent, though.”
She quickly threw a bandoleer of potions on to nestle between her massive breasts before nodding and gesturing for me to lead the way.
Hurrying back to the portal room, I keyed in the town and thought about the convenience of the fight happening right on the bind point as we arrived.
The spectator circle had dissipated, and a couple of pretty gnoll women were attempting to clean the wounds on Grunell’s face.
They gasped when I knelt beside them.
“Are you going to claim us as your prize?” one of them asked fearfully.
“Yes, are you?” chimed in the other, though her tone was seductive and hopeful.
“What? I don’t even know who you are,” I laughed them off.
“They are Grunell’s mates,” Gill helpfully answered.  “You’re entitled to them if you choose.  No one will say a word against it.”
“Ugh, why would I want his wives?” I thought with a shudder before turning to the young gnoll women.
“No, I’m full up on mates,” I said with a polite smile. 
Purple had ignored the byplay and was working the lip of a vial between the fallen gnoll’s chipped teeth.
“Is she killing him?” the timid one asked, though the other one just smiled at me hopefully.
“Uh, no,” I responded, made uncomfortable by confronting the wives of a man I’d just nearly beaten to death.
“It’s a healing potion,” Purple explained.  “Not much I can do about the teeth, I’m afraid.”
“He’ll have to live with it,” the bolder woman declared.  “I told him not to challenge the human… er, Alpha.”
“Good to know,” I muttered, pushing myself to my feet.
The adrenaline was fading, and my face, hands, and elbows were letting me know I’d been in a hell of a fight.  Looking down at myself, I discovered that much of the blood on my hands and elbows flowed from gashes in my own skin. 
Purple’s pretty face filled my vision as she peered closely at my own battered face.
“Is it bad?” I asked, not remembering taking much damage.  That was the funny thing about punches to the face, though.  Most of the time, they didn’t really hurt until the fight was over.  You felt them, but it didn’t matter much until you had time to think about it.
“Some cuts and swelling,” she said appraisingly.  “Probably better to treat it with Elyria’s cooking than my potions.  You look like you need your strength just now.  Let me wrap your hands and elbows, though.  You can have a potion tonight.”
Looking about, I noticed several people loitering around, presumably waiting for a chance to speak to me.
“You look good with battle damage anyway, Chief,” Gretch declared supportively.
“He certainly does,” Tic agreed.
I rolled my eyes and turned to the nearest group of waiting people as Purple began pouring some kind of solution onto my lacerated knuckles and elbows.
A massive, scarred troll shook my forearm as Purple finished patching me up.  He looked familiar, but I couldn’t quite place him.
“Hope your weapons have been appreciating my products,” he drawled, snapping my recognition into place.
“Good to see you again…” I trailed off, searching for the blacksmith’s name.
“Torngar,” he reminded me.
“Right,” I replied with a smile.  I may have forgotten his name, but I remembered his quiet nature and competent work.
“Was that you that asked about kneeling?” I questioned, finally placing the voice.
“I was getting ready to walk back to Rathfuerg,” he grumbled through a tusky scowl.  “Good fight, though.”
“Thanks,” I replied, settling into the understated cadence of conversation with the big troll.  “What brings you here?”
“They said a wild human was starting a tribe of trolls and gnolls in some backwater town, but he’s part of the Brander Clan and was looking for villagers,” he replied with a rockslide of a chuckle. 
“You decided to come?” I asked, genuinely surprised he’d left his forge and shop in Rathfuerg to journey out here.
“Wife died last year,” he stated simply.  “No kids.  My nephew, Halford, is ready to open a shop.  Figured every new tribe needs a blacksmith, so I’d go on one last adventure and see some of the world without looking at it over the top of a shield.”
“Well, I’m happy to have you,” I said, clapping him on the back.
“Good, good,” Torngar replied with a nod.  “Where’s the forge?”
“No idea,” I laughed.
“Well, is it your town, or isn’t it?” he demanded, annoyance clouding his face.
“I guess it’s our town,” I replied, unbothered.  “If you don’t find the forge before I do, I’ll send a runner.  I’m headed to the town hall to get things in order now.”
“Fair enough,” he grumbled before wandering off in search of a forge.
“I could have told you where the forge was,” Trenah reminded me.
“That’s okay,” I replied, glancing at the pretty croc woman.  “This way, I didn’t commit to anything.  I need to figure out how the town runs before handing out forges and shops.”
Noticing Purple looking anxious beside Trena and Ceria, I asked, “Everything okay, sweetie?”
“Lots of blue trolls here,” she observed with a frown. 
“There are,” I agreed, looking around myself.  “This isn’t Rathfuerg, though.  Here, you’re the Chief’s alchemist, and if anyone gives you any shit, they’ll have to take it up with me.”
She flashed me her dimples before saying, “I guess it’s okay, then.”
A female gnoll in armor from Grunell’s new group cleared her throat nearby, drawing my attention.
“That was well fought, Alpha,” she said, inclining her head.  “I’ve never seen Grunell beaten barehanded.  My name’s Lottie.  We were living with the Spotted Ghost Ocelot tribe until this morning.  A runner arrived saying that the Blackpaw pack had been reformed under a human.  It looks as if the runner was correct.”
“Happy that you all decided to come take a look,” I said, carefully keeping my voice and expression neutral.  “Are you planning to join the pack?”
“Oh,” she exclaimed, startled.  “We are Blackpaw.  I never considered that you would prevent us from coming home.  I guess I also expected Grunell to displace you, not unlike everyone else, though.  Seems the reality was too much for poor Aerend.”
“Aerend?” I questioned.
“The one that your, um, hyena killed,” she hesitantly answered.
Gill appeared, saving me from the awkward turn of the conversation. 
“It’s good to meet you, Lottie. I’m Gill,” she introduced herself.
Lottie’s eyes widened as she sized up my wife.  “Alpha,” she breathed.
“Alpha, wife,” Gill gently corrected.  “Andric is my husband and master.”
“I didn’t know,” Lottie said, turning back to me with some apprehension.
“I don’t have much time, but let’s go speak with the rest of your group,” Gill offered.
“That would be… helpful,” Lottie agreed, leading Gill off.
“Fine woman,” Jalil observed from behind me as they headed to the cluster of gnolls.
“Which one?” I asked.
“Lottie, of course,” Jalil answered with a chuckle.  “You won’t catch me looking in Gill’s direction.  Especially after that little display of power this afternoon.”
“Good,” I grunted, though I hadn’t been worried about it, just curious which one he meant.  “Now show me to this town hall light slate before someone else starts asking me awkward questions.”
“This way, Alpha,” he replied with a chuckle, sweeping his hand out to indicate the direction.
“Wow!” I exclaimed when we entered the Chief’s quarters of the town hall.  The furnishings were of archaic make, but the layout was far from what I’d expected.  It resembled a modern power office more than a tribal headquarters. 
An overstuffed leather chair sat behind a massive mahogany desk.  Two smaller wooden chairs flanked the chunky desk.  Bookshelves lined one wall with a plush couch occupying the other.  Where one would typically expect a computer, I noticed a large light slate built into the desk’s surface.
Walking over, I placed my hand on the ubiquitous, blue, glowing handprint on the screen. 
Hail, Chief Andric!
Congratulations on conquering your first town.
Please name your town
(Keep in mind the town name will become the name of the city-state unless you change the form of governance in the future.)
_________________
“Well, shit,” I internally grumbled.  “Anyone think of anything?  I haven’t really thought about it, and it looks like I have to enter a name to continue.”
“Apollyon’s Jewel?” Tic immediately suggested.
“Ha… ha!” I mock laughed, “Not a chance.” 
“Why not just Blackpaw Hold?” Gill asked.
“Mostly because half the townspeople are trolls from Erif,” I reminded her dryly. 
“I would be surprised if it doesn’t become Haven or Solace, the way you take in strays,” Skryvonna snarked.
“I like both of those,” Elyria protested.
“I was more thinking that we’re going to become a burr in the Empire’s saddle,” I mused.
“More like a thorn in their sides,” Gretch agreed with an evil giggle.
“Some pretty things have thorns!” Elyria observed excitedly.
“I like where you’re going with it…” I agreed, matching words in my mind.  “Thorn, burr, barb wire… concertina wire.”
“What was that last one?” Gill asked. 
“Barb’s infernal lover concertina,” I explained with a chuckle.
Rather than explaining the joke, I imagined spools of barbed wire.  Once I figured everyone could plainly envision the spiked material, I thought about concertina wire, otherwise known as razor wire.  Instead of barbs, its length contained a myriad of tiny razor blades. 
“Barb and concertina, a match made in hell, one of my one-time drill instructors used to say,” I explained.  “It sounds like a pretty name for a town or state unless you know the origin.”
“Hrmm… Concertina,” Gill thought, testing the name.  “It sort of sounds like a woman’s name.”
“Or a town’s,” Tic agreed. 
“Maybe a country,” Gretch put in.
“It’s perfect,” Elyria enthused.  “Sort of pretty but deadly at the same time.  I love it.”
“And this concertina wire is used to protect things?” Tic inquired.
“It’s deployed to hastily form a perimeter around just about anything we wanted kept safe, including ourselves,” I answered, already turning back to the light slate.
“I suppose that settles it,” Gill thought solemnly, though I could feel pride radiating from her core. 
“I was going to suggest Sting, but I can see the appeal of your strange word,” Skryvonna allowed.  She’d been quieter than normal lately, and I set a mental note to check on her soon. 
Concertina
I couldn’t help but smirk a bit at the name as I typed it in.  It would be absurd to name a town or country Razor Wire.
Name your Region?  Y__  N__
But with a click of the “yes” icon, that’s exactly what I did, though most would never know it.
“Concertina?” Jalil slowly asked as he sounded out the word. 
“It’s protective walls that can kill intruders,” I explained as I examined the new words that replaced the welcome screen.
Governance
Military
Economy
Science/Magic
Diplomacy
Upgrades
“Holy shit, it’s a 4X game,” I exclaimed upon reading the familiar categories.  Sure, they were called many different things across different games, but the basic categories were the backbone of any 4X title.
“4 ex?” Jalil asked.
“Expand, explore, exterminate… shit, I always forget the last one,” I explained.  “It’s a kind of game on Earth.  Like most things on Tournion, I expect it will only seem like a game on the surface, though.”
“Exploit?” Tic asked.
“Yeah, I think that’s it.  How did you know?” I replied.
“It’s the only other “ex” word that fits into politics I could think of,” she answered dryly.
“True enough,” I thought with some apprehension.
Pressing the ‘Governance’ Icon opened another sub-menu.
Government Type – Tribal Chiefdom
You have not achieved the requirements to change your government type.
Special Leadership Type – Pack Alpha
Over half your citizens are gnolls who recognize you as Alpha.
Penalty: You can be challenged for leadership by any citizen.
Perk: You receive +50% loyalty and morale as long as you are the Alpha.
Tax rate: 2%
Raising and lowering taxes will directly impact the morale of your citizens and your Citi-State’s available funds.
Treasury: 1s 43c
Current Debt: N/A
Current Income: 21c
Available Government Positions:
Sub-Chief – 1
Shaman/Spiritualist – 1
Counsel - 5
Holdings: Capital Town – Concertina
Hamlet – Unnamed
Hamlet – Unnamed
56 Square miles of territory.
Shaking my head at the sheer deluge of information, I hurriedly typed Jalil’s name into the Sub-Chief category.
“I’ll admit, I half-expected you to pick a troll for your second,” Jalil observed.
“Shit, I need another Sub-Chief spot,” I grumbled.  “I don’t want any clashes between the two races.
“You may get another spot if we grow enough, Alpha,” Jalil observed. 
“For now, you should set your holy leader as a troll,” Tic advised.  “Sub-Chief and top Spiritual leader are equivalent in power.”
Turning to Purple, I asked, “Want to be the town shaman?”
“Not on your life!” she exclaimed.  “That’s a political position of power.  I’m not going to try to represent the beliefs of the fucking blue trolls.  Besides, I’m not magical or religious.  I don’t know shit about magic.”
“It’s fine. Relax,” I soothed, placing a hand on the large woman’s shoulder.  “It was a question, not an order.  I’ll find someone else.”
“Since I can’t apply for the job in my current state, how about that blacksmith?” Tic asked.
“A blacksmith shaman?” I asked.
“I’m almost positive he’s an acolyte of Vorn, God of forging and truth,” she explained.
“What does smithing have to do with honesty?” I asked, confused.
“Not important,” Tic said, and I could almost feel her rolling her eyes.  “He’ll probably be able to imbue weapons and armor with extra strength and such.”
“I’ll talk to him about it,” I agreed, turning back to the light slate.
“Might as well get comfortable, Jalil,” I grumbled.  “Looks like we’re going to be here for a while.
“Right,” he agreed, pulling up a chair and studying the light slate from across the desk.
Exploring the rest of the menus, we discovered I could set basic uniformity to my military, but I didn’t exactly have any designated soldiers.  Our ‘Tribal Government’ status gave me a special ability called ‘Weapon Take’ that allowed me to call all able-bodied adults to arms as irregulars.
Once I got troops, I could set ranged and melee designations, but things like heavy infantry and specialized units weren’t available.
There was one nice surprise, though.
Tribal Warrior Experience:
22381
Clicking the number brought up a breakdown of recent battles and experience points earned.  I was grateful to see that the experience rewards began before I had officially liberated the town.
The only option I had to spend the points on was to level up my entire military. 
Going from level one to two cost 3,000 exp. 
Tribal Irregulars upgraded to Tribal Warriors
Two to Three cost 6,000 exp.
Tribal Warriors upgraded to Veteran Tribal Warriors
The final upgrade I could afford cost 12,000 exp.
Veteran Tribal Warriors upgraded to Tribal Shock Troops
After some discussion, Jalil and I determined that the effects of the troop upgrades must not be apparent until we formed a military unit; either through military recruitment or the ‘Weapon Take’ ability.
The ‘Economy’ tab allowed me to set exports and request certain items be built for the tribe.  No big surprises there.  We had no established trade routes and were gaining very little in taxes, which were automatically deducted from businesses and farms each quarter.
I looked at the ‘Diplomacy’ icon in concern, and Skryvonna spoke up in response to my unease and distaste, “Before you hurt yourself, designate someone as a diplomatic adviser and have them keep track of tribal diplomacy.”
“Diplomatic adviser wasn’t an option in the government positions,” I grumbled, a bit irritable from a bout of information overload already.
“Then make them a council member and give them the task,” she thought back with exaggerated patience.  “What do you suppose the council is for?”
“Ahh,” I said, a lightbulb going off.  “The council is my tribal bureaucracy.”
“The words ‘necessary evil’ come to mind?” Tic asked with a laugh. 
“And to think, I actually liked 4X games,” I thought in complaint.
“You did fight quite hard to keep the position,” Elyria pointed out.
“If Grunell had asked nicely, I might have given him the job,” I mentally snarked before refocusing on the screen Jalil had pulled up.
“This isn’t good,” Jalil rumbled, clicking through icons. “We have a negative crop yield.”
“I think we have an abundance of farmers with no farms,” I answered, glad I had an answer to that particular problem.  “Can you assign farmers to farms tomorrow… impartially?”
“Impartially?” Jalil questioned.
“Give the bigger families, the bigger farms, regardless of race,” I explained.
“Of course, Alpha,” Jalil agreed.  “I think we’re going to have more farmland than farmers for the foreseeable future, anyway.  You could probably just announce that the land was free, and it would fill up naturally.”
“I’ll help,” Trenah spoke up.
I glanced back and saw Trenah and Ceria sprawled out on the couch, their tails forming a dusky, Christmas-colored knot as they had intertwined to get comfortable.  Purple slouched in the only other chair, reading a book.
“I’m sorry,” I said, standing up and stretching my back.  “I’ve been ignoring you girls for hours.”
“It is fine, Betrothed,” Ceria said with a sleepy smile.  “The burden of leadership isn’t for the weak, and a leader’s women have to be twice as strong.”
“That’s an… interesting saying,” I observed.
“I just made it up,” she admitted.  “I’ve been considering it while you two toiled away over that slate making the rules for hundreds of people.”
“Four hundred and twenty-one, if you count children,” I chuckled.  “I want to do a good job for them.”
“I have no doubt you will,” Purple spoke up, closing her book and sliding it into a bag at her hip.  “Would you mind taking me home, though?  I really need to check on Court.”
I glanced out a window and saw the sun had long since set.
“We’ll resume this in the morning, Jalil,” I said, rubbing my grainy eyes.  “Get some rest.”
“You do the same,” he responded with a titanic yawn as he rose.  “Have a good night, Alpha.”
“I shall ensure he does,” Ceria purred, extracting herself from Trenah and the couch.             




Chapter 10 – Number 5 

I sighed in contentment when we arrived under the cool blue lights of my portal room.  At some point, the elaborate magical mansion had truly become home for me, and I hoped my merry band of broken toys felt the same.  
“You’re going to see Court?” Gretch asked, her tail curling around my neck to get my attention. 
“Yeah,” I confirmed, taking a step to follow Purple, who’d already headed towards Court’s room. 
Gretch tightened her tail, holding me back. 
“After you look in on the kitty, take a shower and come to bed,” she ordered with a smirk.  “We’ve kept poor Ceria waiting long enough.” 
I glanced over to see Gill and Elyria leading the kobold in question down the hall to the baths with Trenah in tow. 
“Yes, ma’am,” I chuckled, reaching up and unwinding Gretch’s spaded tail from my neck.  “I guess you have something planned out?” 
“Just go pet your cat and come see,” Gretch teased over her shoulder as she sashayed after the others.  
I couldn’t help but watch her go.  Her extra height and the sleekness of her evolved body hadn’t done anything to reduce the allure of her big booty and thick thighs.  
Sighing at my weakness, I resumed my path, only to discover Skryvonna standing beside me, wearing an apprehensive expression. 
“Did you need to talk?” I asked, guessing I knew what she was concerned about. 
“I hurt you,” she declared, her four unblinking, obsidian eyes as inscrutable as ever.  
“I think I’d debate that statement,” I quipped with a chuckle, attempting to put her at ease. 
“I wanted to wait until we were alone to discuss it,” Skryvonna sighed, her shoulders slumping.  “I might be a danger to you.” 
Stepping behind the agitated drider, I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her against my chest as her tail wrapped around my waist to pull me tighter.  
“I’m not sure I’m completely against that kind of danger,” I teased, kissing her ear.  “Besides, the Abyss was affecting us both.”
She lightly tapped my head with the back of her tail in annoyance, though she sunk further into my embrace as she did so. 
“I am not experienced… sexually,” she muttered after a brief silence.  “I also do not have anyone to talk to about it.” 
“I don’t think that’s true,” I protested.  “I’m sure Gretch, Gill, or Elyria would be happy to discuss it in detail… especially Gretch.” 
“Gill is… very unhappy with me right now,” she sighed.  “I meant other driders, though.  It is not uncommon for women to kill their mates during sex in my culture.” 
“That’s… disturbing,” I observed. 
“It does not happen all the time, but it is not so rare that it causes much of a stir when it does, either,” she continued.  “Maybe that is why the females of my race have harems of men.  They never know when a strong orgasm will leave the household a man short.” 
“Did you just make a joke?” I snorted.  The subject was grim, but I’d count any joke by Vonna as major progress. 
“Maybe,” she allowed, attempting to hold onto her stern demeanor though a grin played at the corners of her mouth. 
“It’s honestly fine, Vonna,” I said, giving her an extra squeeze.  “I literally made you cum by ordering it.  I’m not proud of that, by the way.  The point is, I don’t think you could do anything to actually hurt me since I ordered you not to when we met.”
“I do not know why I did it, though,” she protested her voice edging towards fear.  “I did not want to hurt you. It just kind of happened.” 
“You’re just very sexually aggressive, and that’s ok,” I reassured her.  “I’ve had my back scratched up worse than that by regular human women.”  
The last part was a complete lie, but I doubted she’d be able to truly hurt me with the bond in place, and I wanted to set her mind at ease.  Besides, it really had been hot as hell.  The danger of such a beautiful creature aggressively fucking me had only turned me on more. 
“Just… will you ensure you have the others equipped when we’re together?” She asked sincerely.  “I do not wish to kill us both because I do not understand my urges.” 
“I don’t think any of them will complain about that,” I asserted, marveling at how strange that truth was.  
“We’ll figure it out, Vonna,” I reassured her, nuzzling her neck.  “Don’t worry about it.  I won’t let you kill us, and I’m not willing to stop being intimate with you unless that’s what you want.”
“As much as that is probably the wisest course, I do not wish to stop being with you either,” she said in a near whisper before giving herself a little shake.  “Go check on Court and have fun with your lizard.  We will talk more later.” 
Reluctantly, I let her go when she pulled away.  I’d been getting lost in her cinnamon scent, and the contrast of her firm, slender body and the soft silk under my touch. 
Reminding myself that I needed to check on an injured companion, I headed to Court’s room. 
“That was sweet,” Tic thought, nearly causing me to jump out my boots. 
“Good God, woman, I thought you went with the others!” I exclaimed, putting a hand on my chest as if I could manually slow my hammering heart.               
“The one benefit to not being bonded yet is that our souls aren’t linked, so you don’t feel my presence,” she chuckled. 
“Souls linked?” I asked, running through the myriad possible ramifications that could have. 
“Not important,” Tic chirped, dismissing my question along with the urgent concern her comment had caused.  “I just wanted you to know I’m here.  I didn’t want to interrupt your talk with Skryvonna, but also didn’t want you to think I was stowing away on purpose.”
That reminded me that I was still annoyed at her for not telling me about the consequences of the Abyssal Step spell sooner.
“Do you really want to chew me out right now, or do you want to go check on your maimed trainer, then go have fantastic sex with a kobold who adores you?” She questioned before I could put my thoughts in order.  “I know why you’re mad and that I’m steadily losing points with you despite my best efforts.  Consider me chastised and get on with the show… please.” 
I wavered for a moment, the desire to have it out with her about the abyss competing with my other responsibilities.  The question that I landed on had nothing to do with either.
“Why are you still in there?” I demanded, my thoughts a bit scrambled from her addressing them all before I could put them in a logical sequence. 
“Andric,” she thought slowly, “my Goddess is the Goddess of excess and desire.  I wouldn’t miss what’s coming up with Ceria for all the gold in Torm.  I doubt you’ll let me frig myself in the corner, so I figured this is the next best thing.  Please don’t make me leave.” 
“You’re a little pervert,” I accused, though I couldn’t entirely suppress a grin. 
“Goddess of excess and desire… hello,” she chided.  “You’ve never met a bigger pervert than me.” 
“I’ve met Gretch,” I countered.  
“Unlimited capacity for lust isn’t the same as perversion,” Tic explained haughtily.  “Your hair would stand on end if I admitted how kinky I am.” 
“I’ll take your word for it,” I responded, suppressing a shudder at the possibilities.
“Not that I need all that,” Tic hurriedly amended.  “I’d be quite happy with the mundane kinks of your little harem.  It’s so fun to watch you all discover new heights of depravity!”
“You’re not really helping your case, Tic,” I thought dryly.  “You just pretty much admitted that you’re trying to corrupt us.”
“Not at all,” she responded indignantly.  “I’m just not getting in the way; you’re all corrupting yourselves quite deliciously on your own.  I’m also being completely honest and upfront about my goals and feelings.  You don’t have to worry about my motives because I’ve always laid them out from the very beginning.” 
“That’s surprisingly true,” I admitted, reflecting that part of the reason she’d earned so much distrust was that she openly admitted her agenda.  Surely, a being as old as her could have easily obfuscated her goals and played me for a fool. 
“Exactly!” She exclaimed.  “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you this whole time.  I’m not an innocent little fairy, but I’m also not deceitful.  I want you to beg me for corruption, not to trick you into it!”              
“You can stay,” I thought, extending a metaphorical olive branch before finally completing my journey to Court’s room.   
“You won’t even know I’m here,” she replied with a husky giggle.

I put my tangle of conflicting emotions regarding Tic aside and softly knocked on the door before me.
Purple opened it and smiled wanly at me before stepping aside to allow me passage. 
“How is she?” I murmured as I stepped in.
“Her fever must have just broken,” Purple said, walking with me to Court’s bedside. 
“Go awayyy,” Court groaned from beneath a pile of covers. 
“Can’t,” I said, crouching down. 
“Grrrr… yes, you can,” Court muttered before throwing the covers off her face and glaring up at me, her blue eyes glittering from behind a veil of sweaty, black hair. 
“I have to check on you first,” I said with a half-smile, laying the back of my hand on her sweaty brow.  Her skin was clammy but cool under my touch. 
“You could just ask your purple pair of boobs over there,” she grumbled. 
“Not the same. And making fun of her breasts makes you sound jealous,” I laughed.  
“I don’t want you to see me like this,” she explained, looking away. 
“Why does it matter?” I asked.  “You got hurt in combat at my side.  I couldn’t care less how you look.” 
“I don’t want you to see me as weak,” she confessed, turning her entire face away. 
Laughter bubbled up my throat before I could stop it. 
“What are you laughing at?” she demanded, still facing the wall. 
“The thought of you being weak is hilarious,” I explained.  “You lost an arm in combat and had to be forced to stop training less than two days later.  No one sees you as weak.” 
I could almost hear the eye roll in her answering groan.
Turning to Purple, I asked, “Since I know she’ll just say she’s fine, can you tell me how she’s doing?” 
“She is getting better,” Purple revealed with a smile.  “The infection is receding.  Probably two more days until she’s able to go back to playing with pointy pieces of metal.”
“Two whole days?” Court groaned in despair, finally turning back to us.  “I have to learn the sword.”  
“Yes,” Purple snapped as if addressing a petulant child.  “And don’t go sneaking off to train until I say it’s time, unless you want to do this all over again.” 
“Okay,” Court sulked.  
“I’m going to get cleaned up.  I’ll be back soon,” Purple announced, running a hand across the back of my shoulders as she left the room.  
I stood awkwardly for a moment before crouching back down beside the bed and laying a hand on Court’s blanket-covered shoulder.  
“You don’t have to,” Court mumbled.  “I’ll be fine.  I’m sure your wives are begging you to leave and do something more interesting.” 
“None of my wives are with me,” I assured her.  Sure, Tic was in my head, but she wasn’t a wife. 
Court partially rolled over, one eye searching me up and down.  Glancing down, I realized I still hadn’t put on a shirt.  Maybe they really were more trouble than they were worth.  Even without my physical buffs, I didn’t have anything to be ashamed of. 
“Lay with me?” Court asked, her voice smaller than I’d ever heard. 
My first impulse was to decline.  I’d never dreamed of being as emotionally and physically fulfilled as my several wives made me, and I was planning to add another tonight.  There were zero compelling reasons for me to climb into bed with someone else. 
“She’s not asking for sex, you buffoon,” Tic’s indignant mental voice interrupted my thoughts before I could speak.  “Even if she was, do you honestly think your wives would protest?  She lost her arm on your mission.  The least you could do is give her some physical comfort.” 
Acknowledging her point, I slowly nodded and lay down atop Court’s covers before carefully pulling the bundled-up panther woman into my arms.  I still felt a bit guilty that none of my wives had signed off on this, but like Tic had pointed out, they’d probably be angry if I didn’t lend as much comfort to the wounded warrior as I could. 
Court sighed and nestled back into my arms. 
“I didn’t think you would,” she murmured, still in that small voice. 
“Why not?” I asked, squeezing her a little tighter.  Even my own hesitancy had only been because of concern for my women. 
“I don’t know,” Court replied.  “Just didn’t…  Thank you.” 
“Of course,” I comforted her, contorting my arm enough to pet one of her soft, round ears.  It flicked a few times, but she didn’t ask me to stop, so I just lay there petting her ear and holding her for what felt like ten minutes or so. 
“You can go now,” she announced with a sad sigh. 
“Before you overthink it,” Tic thought, “just leave gracefully.  She got what she needed from you.”
“Sleep well and recover quickly,” I bade her farewell as I gingerly rolled myself out the bed.  “I’m sure you’ll be back to kicking my ass in the gym in no time.”
“Can’t wait,” she purred, some life returning to her voice.  
I let myself out and softly closed the door behind me before heading to the bath.  
Crossing the great room, I waved at Bo’urk and Arentha, who shared a meal and animatedly discussed a parchment between themselves.  A smile of amusement curled my lips as they either completely didn’t notice me or ignored me in favor of whatever they were discussing.  
If they broke up for any reason, I’d have to replace one of them.  I relied on their combined expertise too much to suddenly lose one or the other. Either way, I was happy they were still getting along so well. 
“Perhaps you should recruit a few more people for your personal staff,” Tic suggested.  “Maybe don’t turn the new ones into wives and gear, so you have a full-time cook and cleaning staff.” 
“Good point,” I allowed.  “I’ll hire men this time.”

“No, you won’t,” Tic protested, her tone sounding supremely disappointed in me.  “You nearly have to hire women.  Most men would be jealous of your situation and would probably hit on Purple, Court, Trenah, and Mara.  At least two of them already have their hearts set on you.  It would be more trouble than it’s worth.  Just hire women and don’t sleep with the new ones… or do, but don’t bind them.”
“Other than the bit about some of them already wanting me, I see your point,” I conceded.  Even Bo’urk had snatched up Arentha the first chance he’d gotten, or more likely, Arentha had snatched him up.  
“Court virtually told you right after the battle in the Tormian outpost,” Tic argued. 
“She’d just lost an arm,” I protested. 
Tic’s answering silence was enough to convey what she thought about that argument.  
I gave up on the discussion as I opened the door to the baths. 
Gill, Skryvonna, and Purple were there, though two of my wives vanished after a wave and a nod. 
“What’s up?” I asked the pair as I felt their respective spots in my soul fill with their essence. 
“Purple’s going to bathe you, then Gretch and Ceria are meeting you in your room, Master,” Gill explained, her mental voice tight with excitement. 
“Uh-huh,” I mentally grunted, but didn’t protest because I couldn’t imagine any surprises they’d cooked up being unpleasant for me. 
Purple shot furtive glances at me from where she stood under the spraying water, the last remnant of suds sliding down her voluptuous, purple-skinned body.  Her back was to me, displaying her relatively thin waist above her sharply flared hips.  
I absently marveled that an ass that large could be that perky, and she even managed a bit of a thigh gap at the apex of her plump legs.  Stripping off my pants and underwear, I took the spot Gill and Skryvonna had just vacated.  Something about a shower after a long day transcends the mere act of stepping into a stream of hot water. 
“Um… your wives gave me permission to wash you,” Purple hesitantly announced. 
“I don’t know if that’s such a great honor,” I chuckled.  “I certainly won’t complain, though.” 
Wiping water from my eyes, I glanced over to see Purple’s skin blush deep lavender from her face down to the tops of her pendulous breasts as she soaped up a rag. 
“Why so shy?” I asked.  “We’ve taken baths together before.”                 “I, um, was remembering the last time,” she chuckled softly. 
I felt a twitch downstairs as I remembered leaning back against her plush body while she watched Elyria give me a top-tier blowjob. 
“Oh… right,” I said, clearing my throat.  I felt my own face flush a bit at the memory.  It took a lot to fluster me at this point, but the buxom troll was just so wholesome; it seemed extra raunchy to recall her being such a pervy voyeur.
She smiled crookedly, flashing her dimples as she approached through the torrents of multiple shower heads.  Her body was so sinful and her gaze so sweet that I was fully erect by the time she reached me.  
I couldn’t even think of a witty joke to relieve the tension as she brought the cloth up and started scrubbing down my shoulders.  Deciding not to make an ordeal of it, I just exhaled in pleasure and closed my eyes.  The feel of the sudsy cloth followed by her smooth hands simultaneously gave me goosebumps and relaxed my muscles as I gave in to her ministrations. 
Time acquired a dreamlike quality as Purple’s slender but strong fingers began to massage my trapezius muscles.  I recognized the buzz of conversation among the women in my head but ignored it.  If they wanted to say something to me, they would. 
Before long, I had to rest my arms against the marble shower wall to support myself as Purple continued her silent massage of my tense back.  Rather than turn me around, she stepped into me and reached around to ‘wash’ the front of my torso.  
Her slick breasts slid apart against my upper back as her hands went to work on my chest.  The sensation of her hands and body were simultaneously exquisite and torturous in that my desire for the curvy troll seemed to have no upper limit.  Ridiculous, really, when I considered that Ceria and likely Gretch awaited me in my bed.  I didn’t need another woman. 
“But she may need you, husband,” Gill answered my musings, her thought as gentle as a summer breeze as it ghosted through my mind.  “Not tonight, though.  She’s just getting you ready for our new bride.”
“Gods, but she is one sexy troll,” Tic added unhelpfully. 
Purple slid down my back as she washed lower.  Her breasts lifted as she did so, and I felt the actual heft of them.  Heavy and soft, I pitied her back even as I reveled in the sensation they created.
“Purple is built pretty solid,” Skryvonna observed, her voice a tad clinical.  “I doubt even those ridiculous udders give her much back trouble.” 
“I appreciate your observations,” I finally addressed the peanut gallery, “but could you please keep the commentary on my pervy thoughts to a minimum so I can pretend like you all can’t hear my every thought?” 
“Of course, husband,” Gill responded, though I could hear the wild hyena laughter threatening to spill out of her thoughts even as she cut the mental connection. 
An audible chuckle escaped my lips at the absurdity of the situation.  Two wives and a sex demon together in my head; another wife --also a sex demon-- prepping a new wife in my bedroom for whatever escapades they’d dreamed up.  Gods knew where my bunny princess was.  All of this while a purple troll, with a body to shame any human porn star, meekly bathed my body.  I had to hand it to the Gods; they’d created one hell of a game. 
“Everything okay, Chief?” Purple enquired at my short laugh. 
“Everything is perfect, Purple,” I answered through a sigh of contentment.  
“Good,” she mused, with mirth in her voice as her hands closed around my straining erection.  “Tell Ceria I said she’s welcome if she comments on how clean you are.” 
I groaned as Purple worked my shaft from top to bottom a few times with soapy hands before she materialized the rag and carefully scrubbed my balls. 
“I’ll tell her it’s your fault when I finish after two pumps,” I chuckled. 
“Oh, I doubt that will matter,” Purple giggled, stepping around me and crouching to wash my legs as her adorable, dimpled face stared up at me past my straining cock.  “Gretch will be there, after all.  She claims that her powers instantly rejuvenate you, regardless of how many times you spend yourself.” 
I winced despite the decadence of the view, wondering exactly what Gretch had planned.  
“She’s not lying,” I admitted. 
Purple giggled again and blinked water from her pink eyes before standing up before me.  It was easy to forget she was half a foot taller than me unless she was standing close.  In this case, I had to go to battle with my eyes to keep them from dipping down and drinking in the incredibly lush sight of her breasts. 
“You’re clean, Chief,” she declared. 
“Right,” I agreed, reaching around her to turn off the spray. 
Purple slipped her arms under mine and drew me into a slick embrace.  The sensation of her slippery body caressing mine caused ripped another groan from me even before she brought her thighs together around my erection.  
With a serious look in her pink eyes, she gently grabbed my face with both hands and brought her mouth within kissing range, inviting me to close the last inch or so. 
Figuring my wives had had ample time to protest, I closed the gap and gently pressed my lips to Purple’s.  The warm, full lips juxtaposed against the cool, rigid sensation of her tusks pressing into my cheeks lent the kiss an extra exotic twist.  
“Ceria’s lucky,” she breathed, breaking the kiss.  “Gill said I could kiss you once… tonight.” 
“Glad you got permission,” I joked, attempting to calm my pounding pulse as Purple swayed towards the stone towel cubbies. 
“Of course,” she giggled, shooting a dimpled grin over her shoulder.  “Do you think I’d kiss you without permission?” 
“Guess not,” I allowed, following her over. 
She approached me with a towel, but I took it from her before she could begin drying me. 
“Have mercy,” I laughed when her expression fell.  “I won’t be able to walk to my bedroom if you help me anymore.” 
Purple shared a raspy little laugh before wrapping a towel around herself.  The large towel just barely covered her titan-sized chest and only fell to the top of her waist, but it was enough of a barrier that I nearly heaved a sigh of relief.  
My relief proved premature when she bent over the stone bench beside the towel rack to rummage around in her clothes.  The dark purple lips of her vulva screamed for my attention like a unique flower nestled under the broad expanse of her impossible ass. 
I glanced away quickly, but the echo of Gill’s mad laughter in my mind informed me that I hadn’t been quick enough.  Thank the Gods my wives weren’t possessive.  
“You can look,” Skryvonna informed me dryly.  “We have already told you that we accept Purple, and she did not bend at the waist on accident, oh clueless husband of mine.”
“I’m good,” I insisted, staying strong against the temptation to steal another glance.  It was Ceria’s special night, after all, not Purple’s. 
“Here ya go, Chief,” Purple said, drawing back my attention. 
She held out a small vial of red liquid with a proud grin. 
“It’s not too strong, but you may need it,” she laughed.  “Find time to eat something, as well.” 
When I reached out to receive the health potion, I realized that Purple had stripped off my bandages without me noticing during my shower.  I downed the cherry-flavored shot with one hand while inspecting the knuckles of the other.  Ceria’s cooking seemed to have healed most of my lacerations, but the deeper ones remained.  As the potion took hold, aches in my face and hands I had no longer registered began to fade. 
“Thanks,” I said sincerely, looking back into Purple’s proud face.  
“Of course, Chief,” she beamed.  “I’ll be in Court’s room for the rest of the night.”  
“Where are you going to sleep?” I asked. 
“The chair in her room is comfortable,” Purple said with a soft smile.  “I’ll probably doze and read all night.  I think the worst has passed, but I want to watch over her for one more night.” 
“Make sure you get some real rest at some point,” I admonished as I scrubbed the excess water from my hair with the towel she’d handed me. 
“Don’t worry about me, Chief,” she replied, still grinning happily.  “Ceria’s waiting for you.” 
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I smiled back at the reminder and wrapped the towel around my waist before heading to my room.  I considered putting my clothes back on, but the pants were travel-stained and bloody.  Besides, it was my room I was headed to, and that’s where my spare clothes were. 

Bidding Purple a good night, I padded towards my destination, the stone tiles of my nexus pleasantly cool beneath my bare feet. 
Though I had an inkling of what I was walking into, nothing could have truly prepared me for the sight.  In the dim blue light of my room, Ceria and Gretch sat on my bed, the kobold in front of the hob-succubus, with Gretch’s legs and tail wrapped around her middle.  Ceria wore her traditional, sheer-white bed robes, though from what I could see of Gretch, she’d eschewed clothing entirely. 
Elyria was the surprise.  She stood beside the bed, a tray bearing drinks and snacks in her hands.  The arctic hare lepun wore one of her maid dresses, though it was far too tight for her new form.  Someone had modified the outfit by removing strategic swaths of fabric, so it resembled sexy maid lingerie more than the actual outfit it had begun life as. 
“Would you like refreshments, sir?” Elyria asked with a naughty grin.  “I’ll be your servant for the night -- for all of you,” she added, glancing over at the pair on the bed. 
I smiled back, acknowledging the role she wanted to play, but returned my gaze to the bed.  
Ceria virtually trembled as Gretch cooed and ran soothing hands over the nervous kobold’s shoulders, though she wore her trademark secretive smirk on her lips. 
“Would you rather us be alone?” I asked, wanting the night to go however Ceria had envisioned it in her head.  Gretch shot me a dirty look, but I didn’t recant.
“Not at all,” Ceria replied with a nervous little titter.  “I’ve just been looking forward to this for so long....” 
“Have you hit her with lust?” I asked Gretch, narrowing my eyes.
“Of course not, Master,” Gretch replied with a lascivious grin on the appellation.  “She’s so full of lust I feel like I’m full to bursting, and I’ve done nothing but sit with her and feed while we waited for you.” 
“Uh-huh,” I smirked, glancing at the limbs wrapped around Ceria’s middle. 
“She really hasn’t done anything,” Ceria responded softly, backing Gretch’s claims.  “I even tried to kiss her, and she refused.” 
“Going to get started without me?” I chided on my way to the bed. 
“You’ve kissed me, but Gretch rarely has the chance,” Ceria reminded me, putting on a haughty air.  
“Well, that’s just not fair,” I agreed.  “I’m here now, so nothing is stopping you from correcting that oversight.” 
Ceria and Gretch both did a little double-take, apparently making sure I wasn’t joking, before Gretch cupped Ceria’s jaw with both hands and leaned back until Ceria was looking at her upside down.  
I’d never stopped to think about how much anticipation my horny little hob-succubus must have built up towards the slender kobold, but if the hunger with which she devoured Ceria’s pink lips was any indication, it was substantial. 
After a few timid moments, Ceria reached up and grabbed Gretch’s delicate white horns and pulled her deeper into the kiss.  The kobold’s red tail snaked out and lashed the air in excitement when Gretch moved her hands down to clamp onto Ceria’s modest breasts. 
I stayed silent, not wanting to disturb the erotic scene.  I glanced over at Elyria to see her bouncing slightly on her bunny feet and biting her lip in excitement. 
Several minutes later, they broke apart for air.  
“Wow,” Ceria murmured, shaking her head as if to clear it. 
Even Gretch looked a little lust-drunk as her eyes rolled before locking onto mine. 
“What are you still standing there for?” she demanded. 
“I was enjoying the show,” I laughed, dropping my towel and climbing onto the bed. 
“It’s… very large,” Ceria observed quietly, her eyes on my lap.  For maybe the first time ever, I noticed a glint of fear in her expression.  Part of me was proud that my size could inspire fear in a warrior woman who’d recklessly charged into combat with a swarm warrior four times her size.  Most of me shared her apprehension.  
Ceria’s slender frame and sinuous curves were delightful to look at, but as I glanced from my own junk to her petite body, I grew concerned that she could be correct. 
“I’ll help if it gets painful,” Gretch solemnly promised, still stroking Ceria’s breasts through her silky pajamas.  “If it doesn’t fit, then it doesn’t.  We’ll have to wait until he can bind you and force it.  I’m sure he’ll have enough soul gems to make you into something bigger by then.  Don’t worry, though.  You’re going to have a special night, either way.  After this, you’re a sister-wife, regardless of what we do.” 
“We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” I agreed before getting down on my elbows so I could kiss my fiancée without her having to move her head from my wife’s lap.  
Ceria’s sweet kiss almost instantly turned passionate, her arms and tail latching onto me as her long, forked tongue invaded my mouth.  The sensation took a little getting used to but wasn’t at all unpleasant.  Though a little slender, her tongue was as wet, warm, and eager as any other woman’s.  
I raised my head to get a kiss from Gretch, but she only pecked me, explaining, “Tonight is about Ceria.” 
Instantly understanding that we were going to tag team the little kobold into oblivion, I winked and nodded before moving down to finally allow myself to taste the enticing pink buds of Ceria’s nipples through her sheer top. 
“Ahhh… mufff,” Ceria started to moan before Gretch muffled her with more kisses. 
Grabbing her nightgown, my kobold fiancée began tugging in a fruitless effort to remove the garment.  I caught Gretch’s hand before she could slice the thing off with her talons. 
Though the garment was partially transparent, I’d only seen Ceria naked a few times, and those had all been in the baths, where I’d usually made a conscious effort not to leer.  I wanted to savor the unveiling.  
Grasping her hand, I gently helped Ceria into a sitting position.  Gretch read my mood and helped me slowly and deliberately pull Ceria’s clothing over her head.  I drank in the sight of her light red skin studded with ruby scales as the white robe lifted, inch by inch. 
I couldn’t resist running a hand up Ceria’s belly as her lithe body was revealed.  Her silky-smooth skin and hard, little scales made for a pleasing feeling under my hand, like a smooth road scattered with minuscule rumble strips.  Though the scale patterns extended from her head to her feet, they curled around her breasts, leaving the small, firm globes smooth to the touch aside from the hard nubs of her dainty, pink nipples. 
Gretch finished disrobing Ceria as my mouth was drawn back to her nipples like a loadstone. 
Ceria sighed and sank back, a hand behind my head keeping my mouth firmly attached.  Gretch, on her hands and knees, claimed the other breast, her long tongue inscribing impossible patterns.  Slurping sounds above me clued me to look up and see that the girls were in a kind of titty sixty-nine, Ceria happily slurping one of Gretch’s acid-green nipples into her mouth. 
Grinning, I kissed my way down Ceria’s torso, mesmerized by the gemlike scales and the satin-soft skin alike.  A stray thought that I was grateful she wasn’t completely scaled passed through my head, but I disregarded it.  My capacity for embracing non-standard beauty had grown to the point I probably wouldn’t even care. 
Finally reaching the end of a particular scale pattern, I arrived at the top of Ceria’s pubic mound.  Her sexy musk had a bit of exotic spice to it.  I couldn’t put my finger on the aroma, but it must have been full of pheromones because I nearly growled as I licked my way down one thigh and up the other.  
Just before I reached the apex, I glanced over and snagged Elyria’s attention with my eyes. 
“Equip up, please,” I whispered.  
Elyria grinned excitedly and set the tray she’d been holding on the dresser before vanishing. 
Despite my height, I probably had the shortest tongue in the family.  That didn’t matter much when I had Elyria equipped, however.  I summoned the fist blades on the floor, confident that Elyria wouldn’t let anyone step on them. 
“I’m here!” Elyria announced, unnecessarily.  
I grinned at her exuberance as I finished my trip up to the delicate, bubblegum-pink labia before me.  I gave Ceria’s pretty pussy a few long, slow licks from bottom to top, smearing her natural lubrication and my saliva liberally over her engorged little clitoris. 
“Fucking… Gods,” Ceria squeaked, her hips lurching upward each time my tongue passed firmly over her clit.  
“It’s been a really long time, Andric.  Be gentle,” she pleaded between gasping cries. 
I flicked my gaze up to see that Gretch had propped Ceria up in her lap so she could watch me go down on her without distraction. 
“Just say ‘blue’ if you want him to stop,” Gretch cooed.  “It’s a safe word if anything gets too intense.” 
I nodded and got back to work, proud of Gretch for introducing a safe word.  I’d have never thought of it for vanilla-ish sex, but it wasn’t a bad idea.  I gave a few more slow, strong licks, reveling in the sharp, musky taste.  
“What’s the safe word?” Gretch asked, just like I usually did to ensure the recipient was paying attention. 
“Blue,” Ceria gasped. 

Satisfied that Ceria had the right idea, I stopped holding back. Letting the reins go on my tongue’s dexterity, I engaged her clit with vibrations to rival a sex toy, only better because my mouth and tongue had to feel better than plastic. 
“Fuuuuuuckkkkkkkk!” Ceria wailed, her hips rising and her gray eyes going wide. 
Gretch reached over Ceria’s body and grasped her hips, attempting to keep them somewhat still.  I grabbed her ass to help stabilize her as well.  Though her shoulder blades were still on the bed, her hips bucked a foot in the air.  
I closed my eyes to focus and renewed my attention to the task at hand. 
“Please, please… p-please plllllll….” Ceria pleaded in barking, tremulous cries.  Assuming she was pleading for release, I redoubled my efforts. 
“Yessssss!” she screamed, her voice reaching another level as her hips bucked wildly despite the four hands holding them in place. 
“Let it all out,” Gretch purred beneath the banshee wail of an orgasmic scream. 
I kept up the vibrations until Ceria’s hips abruptly fell to the bed and her entire body began to spasm uncontrollably. 
Crawling up the bed, I held her as she rode out the extended post-orgasmic tremors. 
Gretch continued to make soothing sounds and stroke Ceria’s hair, though her own eyes were glassy with satisfaction and her sounds no longer formed coherent words. 
“Getting charged up?” I asked Gretch softly. 
“You have no idea,” she muttered thickly as her violet eyes struggled to focus on me. 
A little shiver of fear went through me with the potential power that much lust energy was giving her, but I pushed it down.  Gretch had my complete trust; I’d make her as powerful as I could. 
“I’ve never felt anything like that,” Ceria declared, coming around from her pleasure stupor. 
“That was just the appetizer,” I teased with a smile.  “Ready to try the main course?”
Her eyes came into focus, and her hand curled around my shaft.  That little knowing smirk curled her lips as she nodded.  
Rolling over on top of her, I took my weight on my knees and elbows as I smiled down at my soon-to-be wife. 
Gretch slithered down beside us, getting far enough underneath me to pop my cock into her mouth. 
Not expecting the sensation, I groaned as the wet heat and constriction of her mouth and throat engulfed me. 
“Did she just…” Ceria asked, licking her own lips. 
“Yes,” I breathed, raising my hips further as Gretch continued her assault on my member. 
“She’s certainly dedicated,” Ceria observed with a giggle. 
“I think it’s more for you,” I explained as Gretch pulled me out with an audible pop.
“For me… ugh,” Ceria started to ask before cutting herself off with a guttural groan. 
Knowing what was going on, I asked, “Can you believe how long her tongue is?” with a bit of a chuckle. 
“So… long,” Ceria grunted in agreement, her gray eyes rolling wildly. 
I felt one of Gretch’s slender hands on my lower back and took the cue to start lowering myself.  Her other hand wrapped around my cock as she guided it towards my destination. 
Ceria’s labia felt like sensual lava when my head finally rested against her opening. 
“Go slowly,” Ceria instructed, some fear returning to her expression. 
Nodding, I slowly pressed forward. 
Seeing Ceria’s eyes squint in pain, I stopped with only the head inside, giving her time to adjust.  Even Gretch hadn’t been so tight the first time, and she’d been a virgin and shorter than Ceria.  
The pressure around my head felt as if someone had it in her fist and was squeezing for all she was worth.
After about a minute of complete stillness, the pressure abated to a less- painful level, and Ceria’s expression cleared a bit.  Though beads of sweat ran down her face, Ceria smiled and nodded, letting me know she was ready. 
I eased forward another half-inch before stopping again.  This time, Gretch squirmed her way between us and put her long, wet tongue to work at the junction that made us one.  
The sensation of her hot mouth and the first inch and a half of Ceria’s even hotter pussy had me clenching my teeth, trying to stay perfectly still while Ceria adjusted.  
Once Ceria was ready, I slid forward another inch into her blissfully tight channel.  It felt like hours, but it could only have been ten minutes or so before I was as far in as I was likely to get.  It wouldn’t have been possible without Gretch’s patient diligence, keeping us both aroused and lubricated through the initiation.  
I could feel every millimeter of Ceria’s pussy stretched out around me in hypersensitive detail.  Every ridge and softness of her tight channel pressed against me in a way I’d never experienced. 
“Does it hurt?” I asked for the tenth time. 

“No,” Ceria panted with a soft smile.  “I just feel really, really full.”

Gretch’s head appeared beside mine, and I snagged a kiss, wanting to demonstrate how deeply grateful I was for her efforts. 
“I’m going to give you a tiny shot of lust,” she said to Ceria.  “Just keep in mind that you’re full to the brim, and don’t try to get him any deeper.” 
Ceria nodded her understanding with a grateful smile on her face. 

Kneeling beside us, Gretch traced a slender finger down Ceria’s jaw, neck, and chest.  Ceria and I both watched, entranced, as Gretch’s finger slid up the slope of her breast before coming to rest on an erect, hot pink nipple. 
Ceria suddenly gasped and moaned, “Fuck meeeeee!” 

I didn’t know if it was an invitation or an expletive, but I drew my hips back and cautiously thrust forward. 
“Yessssss,” Ceria hissed. Her eyes held pain mixed with intense pleasure.  “Don’t stop, please don’t stop,” she begged. 
I began to oh-so-carefully fuck the writhing kobold beneath me.  The tight friction was nearly painful for me, but the pleasure of such a tight fit was insane. 
Once again, Gretch had Ceria’s head in her lap, cooing and playing with Ceria’s breasts while I slowly fucked my new wife into oblivion. 
“Yes, yes!  Please, please,” she begged right before her first vaginal orgasm hit her like a bolt of lightning.  Her channel pulsed wildly around me, threatening to rip an orgasm from me as well, but I persevered.  
There was no way I could let Gretch reinvigorate me with her power.  I had to be completely sober to avoid hurting Ceria, so I was only getting one shot with her tonight.  I wanted her to remember it fondly for the rest of her life.  
A second earth-shattering orgasm followed closely on the heels of the first.  
“Scratch my back, quickly,” I panted to Gretch. 
Understanding instantly, Gretch swiped my back with her talons, drawing lines of fire up both sides of my spine.  I anchored myself in the hot pain and managed to ride out Ceria’s second orgasm without cumming, myself.  
Less than a minute later, the spasmic constrictions began again, and nothing short of a sword though the heart was going to hold back the tidal wave within me.  
Knowing that Ceria wasn’t a spirit and could possibly get pregnant, I’d planned to pull out from the beginning.  I just managed to jerk myself from her insides as my vision flashed white, and I groaned with the intense power of the first spurt of my own orgasm. 
Gretch nearly tackled me in an effort to catch me in her mouth.  I wanted to assist, but my muscles were locked up as if I were clutching a live wire. 
Before I even shot the second pulse, Gretch’s throat encased my entire shaft, washing my already-overloaded system with even more overwhelming pleasure.  My body contorted with the power of my orgasm.  Unthinking, I grabbed Gretch’s horns and pumped stream after stream of seed directly down her throat. 
After an eternity of mind-bending pleasure, I felt myself fall over, instinctively dodging Ceria’s still-trembling body even in my blissed-out state. 
Awareness of what I’d done to Gretch forced my eyes open a short time later.  I flopped my boneless body onto my side only to see her grinning over the pair of us as if we were an artistic masterwork she’d just completed. 
Movement caught my eye, and I glanced over to see Elyria picking up the tray she’d discarded. 
“Refreshments before round two, sir?” she asked sweetly. 





Chapter 11 – Heavy is the Head

I stared at the light slate before me, reading the expected but unwelcome screen that informed me Ceria couldn’t become a summon… yet.  Now, all I had to do was collect the group of gremlins and bring them to the dungeon in the middle of a war.
“You should check your quests and spend experience since you are here anyway,” Skryvonna advised from my side.
“Yeah,” I agreed with a disappointed sigh.  “I was hoping for a loophole or something.”
“We’ll get her, Chief.  Don’t worry,” Gretch chirped, obviously trying to cheer me up.
I’d tried sneaking out of bed to check Ceria’s status, but in the end, she was the only one who’d been sleeping hard enough to stay asleep as I got dressed. Ceria had stayed behind so she wouldn’t wake up alone, but the rest of my wives accompanied me to confirm that I couldn’t officially bind Ceria yet.
“We don’t really need much sleep,” Tic commented from my mind.
“You plan on ever coming out of there?” I asked as I pulled up the quest menu.
“Oh, well, if you want to see me, just say so,” Tic teased before materializing with her signature aerial pirouette.  It was a sight worth seeing, I had to admit.  Something about the whole four-armed, winged, succubus look hit my brain just right.  And all the pink skin…
“That’s not a bad reward,” Gill commented, bringing my attention back to the slate.
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.
Quest Complete
Your efforts resulted in a coalition of tribes coming to the Fire Tail Tribe’s aid.  While the war is far from over, the Fire Tail Tribe is free from the siege, and the Tribes of Spine’s Edge are working together to defeat Torm.
Reward:
20,000 EXP
10 Gold
Bonus Reward:
6 Soul Gems
My eyes bulged at the generous quest rewards, though, when I thought about the enormity of the quest, the rewards seemed barely adequate.  Shrugging, I continued reading.
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.
“Wasn’t there a goblin settlement nearby that Torm took out?” I asked, turning to my Alpha wife.
“Yes,” Gill murmured sadly.  “I wonder what’s left of it.”
“I wonder if we could claim it,” I replied with a thoughtful frown.  “We do have a quest to expand our territory.”
“It may be a little early to think about expanding, oh great leader,” Skryvonna scoffed.  “You may want to secure your borders first.”
“You were part of the ruling class of your people, weren’t you?” I asked, turning back to Skryvonna.
“You might say I was minor nobility, at most,” she grumbled.
“Still, you know more about ruling than I do,” I pointed out.
“Gretch probably knows more about ruling than you do, husband,” Skryvonna retorted, though she softened the blow by kissing me on the cheek.
I looked back at Gretch– who winked at me– before popping an orange wedge into her mouth.
“Besides,” Skryvonna continued, “Drider culture is so far removed from these backward barbarians that I doubt my insight is worth much… no offense, Gill.”
“Yes, I suppose a nation run completely by slavery is far more cultured than us barbarians,” Gill snapped, glaring at my drider wife.
“Hmmm… you have a point,” Skryvonna admitted without even trying to argue.
I shared a shocked glance with Gill before turning back to the light slate.
Quest: Pitched Battle
Battle has broken out between the Tormian army and the Spine’s Edge Barbarians.  Assist in winning the battle.
Bonus: You will receive bonus rewards based on your personal contributions.
Quest Complete:
Your forces have won the Battle of Firemont
Reward: 5000 EXP
Bonus:
You single-handedly sent the Tormian army into disarray before the battle, giving your forces the upper hand at the beginning of the engagement.
You returned to the field with your personal troops at a pivotal moment, performing a critical role in the battle.
Reward: 15,000 EXP
20,000 settlement military EXP
5 soul gems.
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. 
Bonus: You will receive bonus rewards based on your personal contributions.
Update:  The majority of the remaining tribes in Spine’s Edge have banded together to face the Imperial Threat.
Find the location of the Tormian army.
“What do you think that means?” I asked, tapping the last line.
“I don’t know,” Gill admitted, her voice pensive.  “We should check back in with the tribes at Firemont soon, though.”
I grunted an agreement before scrolling through lines and lines of combat text to find my experience point total.
Total Experience: 92,743
Soul Gems: 16
I released a low whistle at the sum and scrolled back up to see where the extra points and soul gems had come from.  Apparently, I had received some experience from my tribe’s kills and an even larger portion from Starfire’s.
“This is how Scott got so strong,” I mused, wondering if he even had to be present to receive experience from his army’s kills.  His undead minions’ kills probably gave him 80% experience, like Starfire did for me. 
“That is how it works,” Skryvonna agreed before asking, “What are you going to spend your points on?”
“I don’t know yet,” I sighed.  I don’t even know if I want to level you girls up much more.  I get the feeling the world will throw greater challenges at me regardless of the region I’m in as I grow stronger.”
“Who says it will wait for you to grow stronger?” Tic asked innocently.
“So, it doesn’t matter?” I asked, turning to regard the four-armed beauty.
“I didn’t say that,” she hedged, incidentally stretching and showing off her perfectly proportioned body now that she had my attention.  “I’m just cautioning you not to make assumptions.”
“I’ll wait a bit to spend it,” I reaffirmed.
Skryvonna opened her mouth to protest, but I cut her off, “I can assign experience points to you girls from my portable light slate now.  If we need a boost, I’ll do it on the spot.  I can even use Abyssal Step if I have to.
 “I want to upgrade some of the rooms here and possibly buy the last overall Nexus upgrade as well,” I continued.  “All of that will have to wait until we check on Concertina Town, though.”
Elyria and Ceria walked through the door.  I grinned broadly to see the pair, though my grin faltered when I saw Ceria walking with exaggerated care.
“Are you ok?” I asked, meeting her halfway and lifting her off her feet into a bear hug.
“I’m fine,” she giggled, wrapping all five of her appendages around me.   “I’m going to have Purple brew up a potion to shrink that monster between your legs, though.”
“Marriage annulled,” I playfully declared before kissing her soundly and having my tonsils cleaned by her forked tongue.
“You love me too much,” Ceria laughed when our lips finally broke apart, her secretive smirk back in place.
“I suppose you’re right,” I admitted, surprised by the intense affection I felt swell within my chest at the sight of her grin.
Setting her down, I snatched Elyria up as she walked by me, drawing a squawk and a giggle from the bunny girl that I silenced with a kiss.
“How is my bunny princess feeling this morning?” I asked when I relinquished her full lips.
“Happy,” she sighed.  “Thank you for last night.”
I couldn’t help but laugh at the absurdity of the statement.  She had presided over the orgy that had followed Ceria’s induction into the family as if she were the maître d' of the universe’s most decadent restaurant– until Gretch had demanded a naughty snack, and the modified maid uniform had disappeared.
“You’re a treasure,” I told her, squeezing her tight again.
Pulling a health potion from my bandoleer, I passed it to Ceria, who’d kept her tail wrapped possessively around my ankle.
“I don’t know if it’s that serious…” Ceria murmured with a blush.
“I’m pretty sure Purple is just waiting to give me her latest and strongest potions,” I laughed, holding my hands up to deflect the potion bottle as Ceria tried to give it back.  “I don’t think she has any shortage of ingredients.”
Ceria maintained her smirk as she popped the cork from the vial, and my newest wife ran her tongue lasciviously around the rim before downing the shot.
Surprised that Gretch wasn’t getting in on the affection, I glanced over to see her smiling contentedly.
Noticing my attention, she just grinned and said, “You’re all so delicious.”
“Feeding off the sexual tension?” I asked with a laugh.
“It’s soooo good,” Gretch moaned, stretching and running her hands up her body from her hips to caress her leather-clad breasts.
“Ooh,” I said with an exaggerated shiver.  “I like the teasing without pouncing on me.  It’s… new.”
“Can we skip the teasing?” Tic pleaded; her voice breathy.  “I can’t take much more.”
“We do have a busy day,” Skryvonna interjected, though even she sounded a bit reluctant. She’d abstained from the orgy, but she hadn’t left my mind during the fun.
Though it took a force of will, I said, “Equip up, if you can,” officially closing the door on round two.
Seconds later, Ceria and I were alone in the room as my inner world lit up with my wives’ presence.
“I don’t know whether to be jealous or happy that I’m the only one still here,” my newest wife mused.
“Neither,” I supplied, wrapping an arm around her waist.  “There are pros and cons to each.  Ready to go?”
“We’re leaving Trenah?” she asked. 
“Nah, we better get her,” I decided.  “She knows the territory better than anyone else.”
“I’ll go find her,” Ceria volunteered, reluctantly unwinding her tail from my calf and dashing out the door.
 The pair walked back through the arched doorway less than a minute later. 
“Sleep well?” I asked Trenah as I moved over to the portal runes.
“Very well,” she smiled.  “Your beds are so comfortable.”
“Glad you approve,” I said while pulling up my destination on the light slate.
Concertina Town
I liked the name even more after seeing it etched in the blue font of the light slate.  With a determined smile, I hit the icon.
My town was already fully awake and bustling when we arrived.  I returned a few waves and nods as we made our way to the Town Hall, happy to see that my citizens’ morale seemed to be high.
The great room looked stately now that someone had cleaned out all the cots and detritus.  Stepping into my inner office, I was surprised to hear someone snoring like a chainsaw.  Jalil sat at the desk pouring over the light slate and tossed me a seated salute when he heard us enter. 
Stepping around the couch, I beheld Mara, in all her woad-bedecked  glory, snoozing the morning away.
Ceria’s tail snaked out and tickled the rakkin woman’s nose, causing her to slap herself in her sleep, though she didn’t wake up.
“You missed a party,” Jalil informed me. 
“Oh, yeah?” I asked, looking at him over my shoulder.
“Your dwarf friend brought a tent and a few barrels of ale from Rathfuerg.  I’m surprised you didn’t see it on your way in,” he elaborated.  “Anyway, some of the pack started toasting to the reclaimed land.  Then the trolls joined in…”
“I’m surprised you’re awake,” I chuckled. 
“Someone had to stay sober to make sure it didn’t get out of hand,” he grumbled.  “I made some of the others stay sober too because…well, nobody likes to miss the fun alone, right?  Only had to break up three fights.”
“Could have been worse,” I observed.  “Anyone hurt?”
“Nah, we stepped in pretty quick, and no one drew steel.”
“I’m glad no one got injured.  Maybe I need to set up some sort of police force,” I mused.
“Maybe hire some of the pack to be cattle guards,” he suggested.
“Cattle guards?” I asked, scrunching up my eyebrows.
“Sort of like a town guard,” the big gnoll explained.  “The tribes occasionally raid each other’s cattle.  The first cattle guard was probably formed just to guard cattle.  Then the cattle guard was used in retaliatory raids.  Nowadays, the position just refers to dedicated warriors of the tribe whose only job is to protect and raid.”
“Sounds good, though the name is a bit odd,” I agreed, reaching down and shaking Mara’s shoulder.
“Make ‘em stop,” she groaned, her brown eyes finally cracking open a sliver.
“Make who stop?” I asked.
“The dwarves poundin’ an anvil in me ‘ead,” she rasped, shading her eyes though the sunlight coming in through the drawn curtains wasn’t particularly bright.
Laughing, I pulled another healing potion from my bandoleer and popped the cork before handing it to the hungover woman.
“Drink this, and I’ll take you home to sleep it off,” I offered.
She groped about until her hand found the vial and drank it without a word. 
“Be right back,” I announced before hauling Mara to her feet.
“You’re strong,” she sighed with a little giggle as she lolled against my shoulder.
I ported us back to the Nexus and helped Mara to the great room, where I sighed with relief upon spying Purple eating breakfast with the engineers.
“Can you get a gallon of water into her?” I asked when Purple looked up at us.  “She had a bit too much to drink last night.”
Purple laughed, displaying her dimples, and waved towards the sitting area. “Sure, just set her on a couch, and I’ll tend to her after breakfast.”
“Thanks,” I replied sincerely as I maneuvered Mara to the nearest couch.
“Give us a kiss g’night,” Mara slurred with a dopey grin.
“That party must have just ended,” I laughed with a wave at my eating companions before I hurried back to the portal room and sent myself back to town.
I did notice the miniature circus tent across the square from the Town Hall as I made the short walk back.  It’d been situated directly behind me when I came through the first time.  Figures still lay scattered around on the tables and sprawled out in the grass beneath the structure.
“What time did the party end?” I asked as I strolled back into my office.
“Couple of hours ago,” Jalil grunted, though he couldn’t suppress a grin.
“You want to take the day off?” I offered.  “Can’t have my second-in-command burning out.”
“I’m fine,” he insisted, waving off my concern.  “I got a nap in yesterday afternoon.”
Before I could make the offer a second time, someone pounded at the front door.
“That didn’t take long,” I muttered, walking through the empty great room to open the door.
Grunell stood on the doorstep wearing a scowl.
“They said you were back, Alpha,” he rumbled, reaching out a hand.
I cautiously shook his forearm and waited for him to continue.
“I’d have challenged you with weapons if I’d known you were a hand-to-hand fighter class,” he observed, a touch of bitterness in his tone.
“If he challenges you again before a year is out, you’re going to have to kill him,” Gill thought warily. 
“I’ll do it for you,” Gretch happily volunteered.
“Come in,” I sighed, stepping out of the doorway and gesturing for him to enter.
He nodded and stepped inside, his gaze taking in the room.  While it wasn’t decorated with the elaborate knotwork of the Firetails’ town hall, It was an impressive enough longhouse for our new little town.  Wooden columns lined the center, each adorned with a scowling crocodilian face.  Wooden shields with unknown crests lined the walls.  The furniture may have come off a bit lackluster, consisting of only two long picnic tables.
I walked back to my office without another word, and Jalil vacated my seat as I reached my desk.  Sitting down, I turned my regard to our visitor.  He stood across the desk looking unsure as Ceria and Trenah occupied the seats.  Jalil stood behind my right shoulder, eyeing the defeated gnoll coldly.
“I’m not a hand-to-hand fighter class,” I said after allowing the silence to stretch.
Grunell puckered his lips as if he’d bitten into a lemon before saying, “No disrespect, Alpha, but you had to have used some abilities to be able to fight like that.  I know you’re strong and tough… hells; hitting you felt like pummeling a tree, but you were always a step ahead of me no matter what I did.  I’ve fought many men of many races, and no one has trounced me so soundly.”
“It’s MMA,” I sighed, “and I’m not even very good at it.”  I paused to reflect on the fact that my knowledge, paired with the physical gifts granted to me by my Summons, probably made that statement somewhat untrue.  Still, plenty of fighters back home could have destroyed me if they’d had equal physical attributes.
“MMA?” Grunell grunted, looking confused.
“Mixed martial arts,” I elaborated.  “You know I’m a player, right?”
Once he nodded in affirmation, I continued, “In my world, they have been compiling the best attributes of all the martial arts from around the world for around the last thirty or forty years.  A bunch of mystic bullshit fell by the wayside when people started competing with very few rules.  The combination of styles that remained is broadly referred to as MMA or mixed martial arts.”
“You were an MMA… gladiator in your world?” Grunell asked, some realization dawning on his face.
“Not exactly,” I sighed.  “I’ve practiced some form of it for most of my life, but I’m just an amateur.  The real top-level fighters could beat me in seconds.”
Grunell nodded, all the bitterness in his face replaced by a thoughtfulness that surprised me.
“What weapons do they train with in MMA?” he asked.
“None,” I chuckled.  “A tiny subset used weapons and armor, but it was more of a novelty.”
“Why?” he asked, his heavy brow wrinkling in confusion.
“We mostly used very powerful projectile weapons to kill each other,” I explained.  “They made melee weapons redundant hundreds of years ago.”
Grunell’s brow was still furrowed in deep thought.  For all appearances, the topic of fighting made him forget about our differences and his defeat at my hands.
“If your world didn’t have these weapons, would MMA be a weapon-based type of fighting?” he asked after an extended pause.
“I… suppose,” I answered hesitantly, but my mind had caught the trail that Grunell was going down, and my eyes widened in excitement.
“How could I learn weapon MMA?” Grunell asked, but I was already way ahead of him. 
“Can you hire weapon trainers from the auction house?” I asked aloud, though I directed the question internally as well.
“You can hire entire mercenary companies from auction houses, though they are notoriously untrustworthy,” Skryvonna supplied.
“Maybe,” Jalil hesitantly answered. 
I pulled up my heads-up display light slate and navigated to the auction house.  I still couldn’t buy things remotely, but I could certainly check the listings.  Mercenaries were prohibitively expensive, but it seemed you could hire anything from a baker to a blacksmith for the right price.  It even listed the appropriate skill levels of each individual.  The only problem was there didn’t seem to be a great way to search for trainers, and they couldn’t come through a portal.  Once you hired them, they had to make the journey to your location.  Longer journeys obviously cost more and took more time.
“I’ll have to check later,” I sighed regretfully.  “That’s a damn good idea, though.  Maybe we can make it work.”
Grunell smiled happily before his face became thoughtful again.
“What is your class, Alpha?” he asked respectfully.  “I’ve heard you’re a summoner, and one of your Summons is a gnoll Alpha.”
“I’m a battlemaster,” I said, summoning my armor and weapons to my body.  I tapped each item and explained, “Each piece is a sentient spirit.  I get various powers from each of them.”
“I see,” he grunted.  “I thought you were smaller today than when we fought, but you’re back to the right size now.”
I dismissed my gear back to the ether and smiled.  “It’s only ever a thought away.”
“I’m a myrmidon,” he informed me proudly.  “I have many abilities with spear and sword.”
“I’ll likely need those abilities soon,” I remarked, standing to show the burly warrior out. 
“I’ll be ready,” he asserted, his eyes lighting up.  “We’re fighting Torm?”
His enthusiasm took me by surprise, but I liked his motivation.
“How would you like to be the first Cattle Guard?” I asked on impulse.
“I’d be honored, Alpha,” he replied immediately, displaying his shattered teeth in a feral grin.
“We’ll talk about pay soon,” I said, clapping the tall man heartily on the shoulder.  “I’ve got a lot to get sorted today. But swing by later.  I want your opinion on who else to hire.”
“Of course, Alpha,” he barked, bouncing his hand off his chest in salute before heading out the door.
“How do you do that?” Trenah asked from the couch as I reentered the room.
“Do what?” I asked in return, already back in thought about weapon MMA.
“He looked like a thunderhead when he walked in, and a happy puppy when he left,” Trenah observed.  “He was wagging his tail, for Tornam’s sake.
“Strong Alpha,” Jalil chuckled.
“We just shared an admiration for fighting in common, I guess,” I answered Trenah with a shrug. 
“It’s more than that,” Ceria disagreed.  “I can’t describe it, but you pull everyone around you into your wake.”
I just shot her a wink as I sat back at my desk before Trenah’s words sank in.
“I don’t think I’ve ever heard anyone swear by Tornam before,” I noted, raising a quizzical eye at the croc woman.
“Oh, um… Don’t you follow Tornam?” she asked, her dark green skin going nearly black with a deep blush.
“Hrmm…” I pondered, tapping a finger on my desk.  “He brought me here, if that’s what you’re asking.  I don’t worship him, but I do like the concept of games more than the concepts most of the other Gods represent.”
“I… um, converted to Tornam after Skryvonna told me you were his piece,” Trenah admitted.  “You did save me, after all.”
“How did you know that, anyway?” I asked Skryvonna. 
“Tic told us,” She replied.  “Was it supposed to be a secret.”
“I didn’t even really know myself,” I thought back dryly.  “I suppose the message when I got here said he’d snagged my soul or something, but I didn’t realize I was officially his piece.”
“You could always defect to a new goddess,” Tic enthusiastically reminded me. 
“I’ll consider it when I have less on my plate,” I thought.
Over the next few hours, Jalil and I went through most every menu with occasional explanations and suggestions from my wives, Tic, and Trenah.  It turned out that most aspects of the town earned experience, not just the military.  A big harvest gave farming experience, and so on.  The different experience pools could be used to purchase upgrades from the ‘Upgrades’ tab.  Additionally, we learned that I could trade in experience from different categories for generic experience that could be used on anything, though it was at a two-to-one ratio.
Most importantly, we discovered that the town was virtually out of food, and everyone would be starving within a week.
“Most of the men and women went off to war months ago,” Trenah explained.  “Relatively few were left to plant this year’s harvest.”
“Months ago?” I asked.  “I thought the war just started.”
Trenah just shrugged, not knowing what was going on outside of her people’s territory until recently.
“The Tormians were able to do a lot of damage to isolated tribes before we showed up,” Gill reminded me.
“If they treat their auxiliary troops like my people do, then there would be some time indoctrinating them into the army,” Vonna added.
“I thought your people used slaves as auxiliary troops?” Gill sniped.
“Not before some training to get them used to following our orders,” Skryvonna responded, ignoring the acid in Gill’s voice.  “I do not get the impression that the Tormians view their tribal allies as equals, regardless.”
“True enough,” I thought while allowing Gill to feel my disappointment in her for starting shit.
“I’m sorry, Alpha,” Gill mentally murmured.
“Later,” I thought. 
Loud shouting outside the front door interrupted our discussion, causing us all to jump up.
“Let me,” Jalil insisted, getting in front of me before I reached the door.
Rolling my eyes, I allowed him to reach the door first.
He jerked it open and shouted, “What in the nine hells is going on?!”
Grunell and a troll I vaguely recognized stood nose to nose while a couple of eight-foot-tall minotaurs stood placidly by. 
“I said the Alpha is busy!” Grunell roared in the troll’s face, his spear hand already white-knuckled where it gripped the weapon.
“Well, at least you’ve won him over,” Elyria giggled.
Pushing my way past Jalil, I shouted, “Grunell!”
He immediately backed down, though he stayed between me and the others.
“Yes, Alpha?” he asked, voice once again reasonable.
I stepped out of the doorway before answering so Ceria and Trenah could get past me.  Both of their hands went to their weapons at seeing the troll and his minotaur companions.
“Answer Jalil’s question,” I demanded.  “What the hell is going on?”
“He, um, wanted to see you, Alpha,” Grunell explained.  “You said you’d be busy, so I wouldn’t let him knock.”
“What are you still doing here?” I asked.
“Well, Alpha… You only have one Cattle Guard,” he reasoned.  “I figured since I can’t protect the whole town alone, I’d post up outside your door and keep an eye on the square.”
“That is admirable,” Jalil remarked while I was still processing his answer.
“Fair enough,” I muttered.  “But don’t stop anyone from knocking unless I order it in the future, please.”
“Yes, Alpha,” Grunell agreed, awkwardly thumping his chest in salute.
I made a mental note to ask about the gnolls adopting the troll salute as I turned to our visitors, who’d remained respectably silent during the whole ordeal.
“Can I help you, sir?” I asked.
“I was just coming to see you about securing a farm and plot of land,” the troll explained in a bass voice. 
Looking around, I was glad I wasn’t actually twenty years old.  I’d been five foot ten my whole life, and while I wasn’t short, I was accustomed to people being taller than me.  Still, it was a bit disconcerting to be surrounded by hulking warriors.
“I’m more concerned about horizontal length, and you certainly aren’t lacking there,” Gretch thought sincerely.
Suppressing a laugh, I nodded at the serious troll before looking behind him at the pair of minotaurs.  They appeared as giant, hairy men with thick necks and shaggy hair, though the bovine horns protruding from their heads left me sure of what they were.
“Are these men your thralls?” I asked, a sinking feeling in my stomach.  I should have addressed this before I ever started the town.
“Yeah, Chief,” the troll answered, his brow wrinkling in confusion.
“You are?” I asked, reaching my hand out to clasp forearms, giving myself a moment to determine how I wanted to address the situation.
“Arlan,” he introduced himself while giving me a firm forearm clasp.
“Andric,” I responded.  “I’m afraid I have bad news, Arlan.  We don’t allow thralls here.”
I waited for him to process that while several expressions chased each other across his face.
“What do you propose,” he finally rumbled, looking unhappy but not furious.
“You have a few options,” I explained, keeping my tone friendly.  “I’ll take you and anyone else with thralls back to Rathfuerg.  It’s my fault for not explaining the rules first.”
He opened his mouth to speak, but I held my hand up to indicate that I wasn’t finished.
“Or you can release your thralls and just pay them a decent wage if they are willing to stay,” I carefully explained.  “I’ll even pay ten silvers per thrall to help you with the process.”
Arlan glared at the ground between us for a few moments before glancing at the minotaurs over his shoulder.
“What about it, boys?” he grumbled, glancing back and forth between the hairy giants.  “Want to be free?”
“Uh… sure?” the left guy mumbled, glancing nervously between Arlan and his kin. 
“One silver a month each to stay on?” Arlan prompted. 
I’d have preferred if he freed them before asking if they wanted to stay employed, but things were going smoothly enough that I wasn’t willing to rock the boat with additional demands.
The right guy said, “Sure, Master, it’s not like we have anywhere else to go.”
“Hope I get a big fucking farm,” Arlan grumbled, materializing a pair of contracts and drawing a dagger.  A few small cuts and smears of blood later he ripped both contracts apart with a quick jerk and flash of light.
The minotaurs looked around themselves in wonder, though I couldn’t see any change.
“I sold most of my shit to come here,” Arlan explained.  “It would break me to go back at this point.”
“I appreciate you being so accommodating,” I said while fishing out a handful of silver.   “Don’t suppose you’d want to be a Cattle Guard?”
“A what?” Arlan demanded, snorting in indignation.
“Guess it’s a Spine thing,” I muttered.  “That’s what the town guard is called around here.”
“On, no,” he declined.  “I’m a farmer and sometimes axe-man.  I’ve no time for chasing drunks and pickpockets.”
“Fair enough,” I nodded.  “Trenah, let’s pick him out a good farm.  He certainly has the strong backs to work one.  Jalil, get the word out that we’re going to be spending the afternoon giving away farms and such.”
Trenah nodded, and Jalil took off.
“If you’ll give me access to that light slate, I’ll spend the afternoon searching for those trainers you mentioned earlier,” Ceria volunteered.  “I’m good with personnel matters.”
“I’m with you,” Grunell declared, having stayed silent but attentive throughout my discussion with Arlan. 
“Good,” I said with a grin.  “Be on the lookout for a troll to join you.  I’m not going to show racial favoritism.”
“Does it have to be a man?” Grunell asked, bestowing me with a broken-toothed grin.
“Why would it?” I asked, confused.
“No reason,” he replied with a yipping laugh that sounded odd emerging from his beefy body.  “I’ve had my eye on a pretty troll warrior, though.  Maybe if we’re working together…”
I started to remind him that he already had two wives, but wisely changed tactics, to not be a hypocrite.  “If she’s a good fighter, then sure.  I don’t want you using your position to advance your love life, though.  You aren’t in charge of the Cattle Guard.  We’ll decide on a leader after we have enough recruits.”
“It’s not like that, Alpha,” Grunell insisted.  “It just gives me a chance.  I’m not an asshole.”
I shot him a dubious glare in response.
“Usually,” he amended.
“Go ask her if she even wants in while I get Ceria set up,” I replied against my better judgment.  One good thing about this world was the physical disparity between men and women was practically non-existent, given the game-like stats that controlled strength and such.  I figured if the troll warrior in question had a problem with Grunell, she’d probably just kick his ass.




Chapter 12 – Veiled Threats

“Talk about a long fucking day…” I sighed, flopping down in my desk chair.
“It was… trying,” Jalil agreed, slumping down across the desk from me.
We’d spent the remainder of the day, and a good portion of the night, getting people settled in and arbitrating disagreements between the new citizens.  Five trolls and their families had opted to return to Rathfuerg rather than give up their thralls.  Surprisingly, more than triple that number had released their thralls on the spot and hired them instead.  Only one former thrall, a lizard man of some sort, had opted to leave, and his former master had given him money and supplies for the journey.
Some fields had been planted before the croc exodus, and people had been rounded up to harvest what was there, but I still ended up topping off the siloes on the edge of town from my own pockets.   All in all, we weren’t as bad off with our food situation as I’d initially feared.
Several trolls and gnolls had formed hunting parties and headed out to see what the local fauna had to offer.  Smiling, I reflected that hunting must be very different on Tournion as the hunters were armed more for combat than any type of conventional hunting I’d done.  I’d even put in orders for orachs, a kind of giant domestic bird that looked like a cross between an ostrich and a bison, from one of the local tribes.  Jalil had promised to arrange a caravan to retrieve the odd, shaggy animals. 
“What are we going to do about the remote townships?” Gill asked, burning some of her precious overworld time to include Jalil in the conversation.
“No idea,” I yawned, leaning back in my chair and rubbing my temples.  We didn’t have the people to populate the smaller townships, but I didn’t want them to go to waste.
“You could use them as political rewards,” Skryvonna suggested.  “Send some people around to maintain them and award them for outstanding service to the city-state, and the problem of populating and maintaining them passes to your underlings.”
“I like it,” I thought to Skryvonna before pitching the idea to the room.
“It could work…”
Jalil mused.
“We used to have something like that in the Middle Ages,” I remarked, racking my brain for how feudal societies worked.  “I think they were called burghers.  Sort of privileged citizens of a higher social class.  Not sure I want to encourage class division, but I’m all about designating tasks.”
“Someone has to be in charge,” Jalil reasoned with a shrug.
“I was sure you were going to challenge me for Alpha as soon as we won back our land,” I observed, watching his reaction. 
“I prefer my teeth remain in my mouth where they belong,” Jalil grunted, smiling widely to display his pearly, lethal dentistry.
“Fair enough,” I laughed.  “Though, combat probably isn’t the best way to determine leadership.”
“Not just combat,” Gill explained popping into existence to physically join the conversation.  “Once the social order is established, people can maneuver in prominence in various ways, though combat always remains an option.”
“I see,” I murmured, trying to decipher the complexities of the society I suddenly found myself ruling.  “So, marriage and such?”
“Yes, but also simply being particularly useful to the pack raises one’s social standing,” Gill elaborated.  “There are countless ways to change one’s standing in gnoll society.”
I glanced over at Jalil and noted he was considering Gill’s words as attentively as I was.  Suddenly, it hit me that most of the gnolls in Concertina hadn’t had any more experience being part of a large pack than myself.  They had been relegated to sub-communities in other tribes.  I could possibly influence the shape of our new society more than I’d previously believed.
Gill leaned down from her perch on my desk and kissed me, causing my political thoughts to scatter.
“I’d better go,” she whispered into my ear before pecking me on the neck and vanishing.
“You’re a lucky man,” Jalil observed wistfully. 
“You don’t know the half of it,” I laughed.  “Surely you have the pick of the eligible females in town, though.”
“Maybe,” he sighed.  “I’ve been too busy to think about it since we got here.”
“Well, get some sleep,” I suggested, standing and popping my back with a great stretch and yawn combo.  “I’d intended to check on the Firetails tonight, but I think I’m going to turn in as well.  Don’t expect me before noon tomorrow, because I’m definitely headed to Firemont before coming back in the morning.
Jalil blinked at me owlishly for a moment before nodding.
“I’m sure you can handle anything that may go wrong in my absence,” I assured the big man while shaking his forearm in farewell.
“Have a good night, Alpha,” he offered, straightening and shaking off whatever doubts he’d been entertaining.
“Always,” I grinned as I ported myself home.
“I’ll make sure you have a good night,” Gretch enthused, wrapping me in a tight hug the moment I appeared in my nexus.
“I’m sure you will,” I chuckled, kissing her soundly before sharing my affection with the rest of my wives.
“Do you have any particular plans?” Gill asked with a sweet smile.
“Actually, I want to check on Starfire before I do anything else,” I explained, though the sight of my wives made me want to rearrange my priorities.
 “I’ll come with you,” Ceria offered, pressing into my side.
“We’ll get cleaned up for bed,” Gill said, waving a hand to indicate the rest.
“I’d like to shower as well, if that’s all right?” Trenah asked with a yawn.
“Of course, it is gator-girl,” Gretch enthused, grabbing the hesitant croc’s hand.
“I’m going to make everyone a snack,” Elyria offered with a smile.   “None of you ate supper.”
“I forgot to see about finding some more people to work here,” I grumbled, unhappy that Elyria felt she had to prepare food before bed.
“I don’t mind,” my bunny princess rebutted.  “I love cooking for my family.”
Unable to resist, I scooped her tight body into a firm embrace and silked her ears down her back. 
“Love you,” I murmured.  “And your cooking, but we need someone to cook for everyone, all the time.”
“I can still cook sometimes?” she asked.
“Of course,” I replied, kissing her cool, blue lips again.  “Any time you want.”
“Okay,” she sighed, molding herself to me.  “I guess we can hire a cook, then.”
“Glad to have your permission,” I laughed.
“Oh, I…”
“Relax,” I soothed, patting her ears again.  “I’m only teasing you.”
“Come to bed and tease us,” Gretch ordered, smacking my ass playfully.
“After I check on Starfire,” I chuckled, releasing my captured rabbit.
“Don’t take too long,” Gretch replied, already stripping out her clothes and heading towards the baths, a nervous-looking Trenah in tow.
I sighed in mild exasperation, wondering if anyone was going to get an eyeful as she passed through the great room.  Shrugging, I headed through the door to our oversized pantry. 
“Have to remember to restock,” I muttered.  Though there was food on the shelves, it didn’t make much of a dent in the space available.  Rummaging around, I found a few carrots and pocketed them before heading to Starfire’s pocket savannah.
“It’s so beautiful here,” Ceria commented as we stepped into a starry nightscape of tall, rolling grass and sporadic trees.  “We should get Starfire some friends to share this with.”
I nodded in agreement as I watched a disturbance in the grass beeline towards us.  Suspecting I knew what was coming, I braced myself for the impact of a two-hundred-pound Staffon puppy.
Instead, a rat the size of a small deer poked its head cautiously through the waving stalks, its nose twitching below intelligent, hazel eyes.  Something about a rat with anything other than black or red eyes struck me as strange.  Odder even than its ridiculous size.
“Hello, buddy,” I called softly, hesitantly holding a hand out. 
The rat cautiously stretched its neck to better sniff of my hand.  I noticed its brindle fur was clean and sleek, and it seemed friendly enough.
“Are you watching over Starfire?” I asked in my ‘talking to animals or small children’ voice.
The rat nodded and sat expectantly.
“Did you see that?” I asked Ceria in excitement.
“It… answered you?” she confirmed.
“Want a carrot?” I asked, shifting from my baby voice to a calm, respectful tone.
Again, the rat nodded, only this time it politely reached out a hand and waited.
“Holy shit,” I breathed, pulling a carrot from my pocket and passing it to the waiting rat.
“I’m sorry, I don’t know your name, but it’s a pleasure to meet you,” Ceria spoke up as the rat daintily chewed its treat.
It did a little seated bow in Ceria’s direction.
“It was a pleasure for me as well,” I remarked.  “We’re going to check on Starfire.  That okay with you?”
The rat nodded nonchalantly, already nearly done with the carrot.
“Guess it knows who you are?” Ceria asked.
“Guess so,” I marveled.  “I feel bad for not getting to know the rats better now.  Purple did say Starfire could understand speech, so I shouldn’t be surprised the rats can as well.”
“I don’t think she minds as long as you have carrots,” Ceria giggled, drawing an enthusiastic nod from the rat.
“She?” I asked.
“Of course,” Ceria said her enigmatic smirk appearing.  “You couldn’t tell by how much she liked you?”
“Uh… no,” I deadpanned, rising from the crouch I’d sunk into while interacting with our new rodent friend.
Ceria giggled as I wrapped an arm around her waist and headed towards the pond in the middle of the mini savannah.
The rat rose and walked to escort us.  I just naturally followed the rat as she led us to the bank of the pond, where I found the expected high-capacity assault unicorn napping in a mud puddle she’d stomped into the shore.
Stopping a respectful distance away, I softly called, “How you doing, girl?”
When Starfire kept snoozing, our new rat companion scampered up her hide to the top of her head and chittered loudly into the rhino’s ear.
Starfire came awake with a snort and lifted her massive head to gaze around.  Spotting Ceria and I, she began to clamber to her feet.
“You don’t have to get up for us,” I cooed, producing a carrot and cautiously advancing on the giant beast.  “I just came to see how you were healing up and bring you a treat.”
Starfire snorted softly and worked her lips as she sank back to her belly, her eyes locked on the carrot in my hand.
“Hungry, huh?” I asked, easing forward and dropping the whole carrot in her mouth. 
Starfire crunched once and let out a happy tooting sound after swallowing.
“I think she’s always hungry,” Ceria giggled, to which Starfire snorted in indignation.
“She’s a beautiful girl, though!” I gushed, roughly scratching the rubbery skin of her ear.
Letting out a happy sigh, the white rhino closed her eyes and basked in the affection for a moment.  I walked around to check her injuries, only to find bandages around her back legs and rump, while dutifully she rested on clean, dry land, though her upper body was far from clean in her mud hole.
“I’m glad you’re doing well,” I murmured to the sleepy beast.  “I’ll come back and see you soon.”
“She’s so sweet,” Ceria whispered, joining me for a moonlit stroll back to the door. 
“She’s not the only one,” I chuckled, pausing to kiss my newest wife under the stars. 
Ceria wrapped a tail around my leg and squeezed me hard as the kiss deepened.  Unable to resist, I slid my hands down to cup her tight ass and grind her into me.
Breaking away, Ceria nearly panted, “Let’s get showers and join the rest of our wives in bed!”
“We have to see what Elyria’s cooked for us first,” I chuckled, wrestling my own enthusiasm for her idea. 
Ceria’s sardonic grin reemerged as she coiled under my right arm.
“What?” I asked, curious as to what had caused the expression.
“I’ll probably just eat a bit later,” she purred, her tail sliding up around my waist.  “I don’t want to be full of food yet.”
“I see,” I grinned.  “Well, let’s at least get Elyria from the kitchen on the way to the shower.”
“Let’s,” she agreed.

“You wanted me to wake you up, sir,” a voice pierced the pleasant veil of sleep engulfing my consciousness. 
I forced my eyes open a crack to find Elyria’s pale, blue-tipped breasts hovering above my face.   The sight brought me to my senses faster than smelling salt. 
“I thought you might appreciate that,” Elyria giggled, lowering her face and stealing a quick kiss with her cool lips. 
“Go do that toothbrushy thing,” she continued, hopping off the bed and playfully waving her hand before her nose.
I moved to comply and get a better view of her cotton tail, but realized I was trapped under a pile of pleasant bodies.
“Good morning, Master,” Gill mumbled with a yawn.  Her glorious, gray breasts spilled across her chest as she pushed herself into a sitting position, alleviating part of my problem but worsening another.
“Do we have to?” Gretch whined, burying her face in my chest so ferociously that her little tusk pricked my skin.
“Do we?” Ceria asked seriously, slithering up between my other two wives with her sardonic smirk in place.
“We do,” I groaned, though it took every scrap of willpower I had.  Surely the war could wait a few more hours…
“It is my turn next, anyway,” Skryvonna thought from inside my head.  “I would prefer you get the day over with as soon as possible.”
“You slept in there all night?” I asked, surprised.
“No, I came out and lay with you all for a bit after the excitement, but you were all too hot and sweaty to be comfortable,” she answered matter-of-factly.  “I know you are eager to find out what is going on with the Tormians, regardless of how enticing you find the rest of your wives.”
Gill was already up and prying Gretch away from me by the time Skryvonna finished ‘talking.’  Only Ceria remained, straddling me in all her red, naked glory.  She tilted her head as if to reiterate her previous question.
“We really do have to,” I lamented, though I couldn’t resist running my hands up her slender body to cup her modest breasts.  The smooth swirls of scales interspersed with soft skin over tight, feminine muscle created a tactile texture that I was quickly becoming addicted to.
“That’s unfortunate,” she purred, though her smirk became evil before she gracefully sprang off the bed.  “I guess I’ll see you at breakfast, then,” she tossed over her shoulder as she sauntered off, entering the women’s walk-in closet, her tail flicking once before vanishing.
I scrubbed my face with my hands and resigned myself to a quick, cold shower before I attempted anything else.
“I could always take care of you,” Tic offered, though with more sympathy than malice in her tone.
“He was quite well taken care of last night,” Skryvonna answered her stiffly.
“Both of you out of my head,” I grumbled, heading towards the bathroom.  All my wives, except Elyria, had been present during my morning ablutions at one time or another by now, but it wasn’t something I enjoyed even though they hardly seemed to register it.
A hand snagged my arm, and I was spun face to face with Skryvonna’s severe, alien beauty. 
“No kiss for me?” she asked, a ghost of a smile flicking around the corners of her mouth.
“Always a kiss for you,” I answered, crushing her to me, putting words to eager action, and kissing her soundly.
“Oh!” Skryvonna exclaimed, jerking her head back.  “You really do need to scrub your teeth.”
“Not my fault Elyria made garlic chicken,” I protested with a laugh, though I averted my face.
Passing Tic, who sat forlornly on the corner of the bed, I stepped into the small, attached bathroom and vigorously polished my teeth with a wet cloth and the chalky, minty substance that passed for toothpaste on Tournion before washing my mouth out with the same concoction.  I’d tried a Tournion toothbrush, but the coarse, undefinable bristles had torn my gums up enough that I’d reverted to towel polishing.
After hitting the head, I jumped into the small, standing shower with the water on full cold before I could talk myself out of it.  I remembered hearing something about the health benefits of a cold plunge and tried to focus on recalling the details as I quickly soaped myself up and rinsed off.
Shortly afterward, I strolled into the breakfast nook of the great room, feeling like a new man.
“Hiya, strong human boss man,” Bo’urk greeted, causing the rest of the table to look up.
“Wassup, Bo’urk,” I replied, sitting down and snagging some fruit and biscuits from the platter in the center of the table.
“Not much to report,” he answered, already well versed in my idioms.  “Still working on refining Starfire’s platform saddle.”
“Wish there were a few more Gremlins here,” Arentha interjected.  “There are some mechanical weapons I’d like to fit her with, but I can’t seem to get them right.”
“Hmmm… may be able to hire a few from the group I’m supposed to be taking to the dungeon,” I speculated.
“Oh, that would be great!” Arentha cheered, though I caught a crestfallen look pass over Bo’urk’s face.
“Well, you can try to talk one or two into it, but I’ve been counseled only to hire women,” I added, shooting a wink at a suddenly relieved Bo’urk.
“Shouldn’t be a problem,” Arentha agreed.  “I can see why your wives would caution against hiring more men.  The jealousy could tear your household apart.  Luckily, the only man I need is Urky.”
Bo’urk slapped a hand over his eyes but nodded with a sigh. 
“Okay,” I laughed.  “You can hire two engineers if you can find any volunteers who second-guess their choice to become dungeon minions.”
“Oh, I’d better get ready to go then,” she exclaimed.  “Gill said you’re heading to Firemont this morning, right?”
“Right after breakfast,” I agreed, though she’d already scampered off.
“Thanks for that,” Bo’urk piped up.
“Oh, I wasn’t lying,” I laughed.  “It really was suggested.”
“All the same,” he said, rising and thumping me heavily on the shoulder as he trailed in Arentha’s wake.
“Hi, Chief,” Purple greeted with a sleepy smile as she entered the room and plopped down at the table. 
“Morning, Purple,” I answered.  “I met one of your rats in Starfire’s stable last night.”
“Oh, I hope Hela didn’t bother you,” Purple sighed.  “She’s become quite taken with Starfire, so I just let her stay in there with her.  I think Starfire likes the company.”
“Not at all,” I smiled.  “She was a perfect angel.”
“That’s a relief,” Purple said, holding a hand before her mouth as she chewed a piece of fruit.
My wives began filtering into the great room and finding places to lounge.  Still getting used to the fact that they only ate when they wanted to taste the food, I nearly asked them all to come to the table.
Mara wandered in and caught my attention, “Are ya’ headed to me home today?” she asked, sitting beside Purple.
“Yeah, right after breakfast,” I replied.  “How’s your head?”
“Purple had me right as a pillar shortly after ya’ dumped me ‘ere,” she said, raising a stern eyebrow in mock protest.  “Thanks for that, by the by.”
“No problem,” I said waiving off her thanks.
“I’m ready to go,” she informed me with a look that brooked no argument, not that I had any reason to deny her.             
“Me too,” Court’s voice called from behind me. 
I glanced over to Purple to see what she had to say about it, but Purple just shrugged and said, “As long as she’s not fighting or training…”
“Sure,” I agreed, spinning in my seat to behold the bedraggled pantherian.  She looked better than the last time I’d seen her, but she was definitely still rough around the edges.  “Getting some sun would do you some good.  I’m bringing you back at the first sign of trouble, though.”
Court’s mouth twisted as if she’d bitten into a lemon, but she nodded in acquiescence. 
“Actually, I wouldn’t mind coming myself,” Purple said quietly.  “If you don’t think the Firetails would object to my presence.”
“Only an idiot would object to your presence, Purple,” I replied sincerely.  “You’re delightful to be around, and anyone in your shadow is left wanting.”
Her dimples bloomed at the complement, but her face was still clouded with uncertainty. 
“It’ll be fine,” I reiterated. 
“Looks like the entire household is taking a day trip,” Gill observed, lounging on a couch behind me.  “Maybe give everyone some money to stock up on any supplies they can find in Firemont.” 
“Good call,” I said, shooting a thankful grin her way while digging out my coin purse.  
Moments later, the entire household was assembled in the portal room.
“Everyone can wander around and shop, if it’s calm in Firemont, but meet me back in the town square in an hour.”
Receiving a round of affirmatives, my Summons equipped up, and I keyed in our destination.
Several barbarian warriors trotted up to us, weapons drawn when we arrived on Firemont.
“Do ye daft fuckers not recognize me?” Mara shouted, causing the converging crowd to slow up and sheepishly sheath their weapons.
“I don’t kin all your new pals,” one obstinate rakkin man retorted.
“Don’t be an ass,” Mara snorted.  “Ya know Andric, just fine.  The rest here have been ‘elpin us since Torm showed up, though you haven’t seen ‘em do so.”
That seemed enough as the small crowd mostly dispersed and went about their business.
“Welcome home, little cousin,” a female voice spoke from behind us.
“Sivan!” Mara squealed, throwing herself at the speaker and hugging the kitsune druidess tightly.  “Last time I saw ya, you jumped off the rim.  How are th’ others?”
“Orik did na’ make it,” Sivan reported sadly before giving her head a sharp shake.  “It could o’ been much worse.”
“’Tis still sad,” Mara sighed, downcast.
“Chief Lastra wants to see you all,” Sivan announced, shaking Mara off and composing herself.
“Lead the way,” I invited before pausing to add, “My condolences for your losses as well.”
Sivan gave me a curt nod before spinning and stiffly walking towards the Chief’s longhouse.
“You think she still somehow holds us responsible for Torm, or that she’s just naturally a bitch?” Gretch idly asked.
“She’s been through a lot,” Elyria protested in mild rebuke.
“Still, she should not treat allies with scorn when her people are in need,” Skryvonna observed.  “Whatever she is feeling, we are a poor target for her ire.”
“It doesn’t matter,” I waded in.  “It’s not like we have to deal with her for long.”
As we arrived at the longhouse, Sivan opened the door and gestured for us to enter. 
Chief Lastra, General Zappta, and a mixed group of Firetails and gremlins occupied a central table as more people rushed back and forth carrying out errands.  It hit me that none of the other tribes were present.  I hadn’t even noticed the other races on the way over, though I hadn’t been looking.
“You’re right,” Gill thought.  “I haven’t seen any of the others.  I wonder what it means.”
“About to find out,” I replied while offering a short bow to the table.
“Hello, Alpha Andric,” Chief Lastra greeted me formally. 
“Chief Lastra, General Zappta,” I returned the greeting with equal gravitas.  “I’ve noticed a lack of allied tribes in the town.”
“They fucked off when the Tormian army disappeared,” General Zappta answered.
“Language, Zappta,” Lastra sighed, though it sounded as if the chastisement was a reflex at this point.
“Where did the army go?” I asked, confused.
“That’s the fu… question, lad,” Zappta replied.  “There’s runners and scouts crisscrossing the whole of the Edge.  No one’s seen neither hide nor hair.”
“How did they escape?” I asked though a chill ran down my spine as I had a pretty good idea.
“The morning after you departed, a horde of undead assaulted the troops encircling the Tormian army.” Chief Lastra explained.  “We suspect Emperor Scott and his followers slipped by in the fighting.  By the time the dead were laid back to rest, the Tormian army had retreated down a deep gorge.  Scouts were dispatched, but they only found a few orcs and crocs that had been left behind as a rear guard.”
“He moved the entire army through his Nexus,” I murmured, trying to puzzle out where he’d have taken them.  “I don’t know the man, but on first impression, I doubt he’d allow his personal space to be invaded without great need…”
“I would have thought he’d have just reappeared where we were weak and hit us elsewhere; but so far, there hasn’t been a peep,” General Zappta grumped.  “Frankly, it scares the shit out of me.”
“Me too,” I agreed, fighting the urge to port to Concertina Town on the spot.  My fledgling little tribe wouldn’t last a day against the vanished army.
“I have to ask you for a favor,” Lastra announced, her milky eyes seeming to study my face.  “You’re the only human we know.”
“What’s that?” I inquired, still distracted and worried by where that army could have vanished.
“We need to know what’s going on inside of Torm.” Zappta took up the explanation.  “We want you to do a little recon inside enemy territory.”
“Wait, what?” I asked, my attention snapping to the diminutive general as his words sank in.  “How am I supposed to do that?  I don’t exactly have a great reputation with Torm.  Don’t they check for that kind of thing at the gates?”
“Calm down,” Zappta said, patting the air his hands.  “There aren’t gates to the empire, though I’m sure the cities have some.  Don’t worry, though; we have a plan.  Pull up a chair.”
“I’m sending some of my people to browse your shops,” I said, turning to the group behind me.  “Remember to meet me in an hour where we arrived earlier.”
“Will do, Chief,” Arentha said, grabbing Bo’urk’s hand and heading for the door. 
“I’ll see you soon,” Purple agreed, though she looked apprehensive about wandering the town.
“I’ll be right beside you,” Court reassured the buxom troll, placing her one hand on her back comfortingly.
“I’m staying,” Ceria announced.
“I’ve got nothing to buy either,” Trenah agreed.
“Suit yourselves,” I said while seating myself across from the leaders.  Once everyone was situated, I leaned forward and requested, “So, let’s hear this plan of yours.”





Chapter 13 – New Challenges

“There’s a dungeon just inside the Tormian border with Spine’s Edge,” Zappta explained.  “Neither side delves it much because of the kind of dungeon it is, but it’s been around for ages.”
“What does that have to do with spying on Torm?” I asked, wrinkling my brow, though my interest was piqued at the prospect of finding another dungeon to make deals with.
“I’m getting to it,” Zappta assured me, holding up a small, brown hand to demand patience and forestall any further interruptions.   “Every settlement has standing quests to clear dungeons.  One of the rewards of such a quest is faction standing.  Most players prefer wandering into a region and finding where the local dungeon is before doing anything else.  It’s the only sure way to gain rep with a faction.”
“That seems odd,” I muttered.  “I never got any rep with the… no, wait, I did… kind of; but the dungeon was infested with Swarm.  I don’t see what clearing a dungeon does for a region.”
“There are several reasons that clearing dungeons benefit regions, lad,” Zappta explained condescendingly.  “Dungeon growth is chaotic at best.  As long as adventurers run them, tabs can be kept on their growth.  A nice dwarf dungeon could become a pit to the below, spewing out all kinds of terrors in a surprisingly short time.  When that happens, the dungeon core must be discovered and destroyed.”
“That’s one reason,” I argued, though I had to admit it was a compelling one.  “Why aren’t dungeons killed off in their infancy, then?”
“Some are,” the gremlin General allowed.  “The resources and items they can provide is the second reason, they give reputation with the ruling faction, and the primary reason most aren’t killed off when they are discovered.”
“I see, I think,” I said slowly. “So, a dungeon is seen as an economic resource, unless it goes bad and tries to murder the entire region?” I summarized.
“Pretty much,” Zappta agreed.  “In both cases, it pays to have adventurers running them as regularly as possible.”
“Ok, so your plan is for me to run this dungeon until I have good standing with Torm?” I asked.  “Then what?”
“Just neutral, is enough for our purposes,” Zappta replied.  “Once you’re neutral with Torm, you should be able to move about the country with ease.  We need to know what’s going on inside of that cesspit.  Are they regrouping to attack us again?  Is the army still in the Spine? Is some other faction attacking them, causing them to recall their armies?  We just have no idea.”
“I would ask that you attempt to purchase any kitsune or rakkin slaves you can and bring them home,” Chief Lastra interrupted.  “Aside from freeing and returning my people, they may have valuable information on what Torm is after.  We aren’t a tribe rich in gold, but we’ll make it worth your while.”
“I have… really bad rep with Torm,” I explained after nodding to acknowledge Lastra’s request.  “How many times do you think I’d have to clear this dungeon?  This doesn’t sound like something that can be done quickly.”
“If you managed to clear it completely, probably only once,” Zappta speculated.  “I don’t imagine anyone’s cleared it in centuries.”
“That doesn’t make sense,” I stated plainly.  “What aren’t you telling me?”
“It’s a water dungeon,” Chief Lastra revealed, her sightless eyes locking with mine. 
“What does that mean?” I asked, though I had some pretty good guesses.
“The majority of the dungeon is underwater,” Zappta explained.  “Makes it a bitch to run, and highly unlikely that anything nasty will spew forth, so it’s largely ignored.  Several more-convenient dungeons in Torm and the Spine are more readily available, after all.”
I leaned back in my chair and steepled my fingers.  Obviously, I couldn’t breathe underwater, so I waited for them to explain further rather than asking.
Lastra took in my expectant posture, nodded, and picked up a small, lacquered box from the floor beside her, placing it on the table. 
Though my wives hadn’t interrupted the conversation, I could feel different levels of tension rising in each of them as the conversation progressed. 
Lastra opened the box, revealing a shimmering blue crystal sphere before explaining, “This is a hydromancer’s bubble.  It will cast the water breathing spell on up to five people per use.  It has ten charges, which will give your party four to six hours of water breathing.  Should you use all the charges, Sivan can recharge it for you.”
I glanced over my shoulder at the kitsune druidess who’d remained in the room with Ceria, Trenah, and Mara.  I supposed it wouldn’t be too difficult to port back to Firemont and get the bubble recharged.
 “I’ve been there before,” Sivan said, noticing my regard.
“I see,” I said thoughtfully.  “How far did you get?”
“We made it down to the second level before having to evacuate.  Some o’ my team’s water breathing potions had run out, and we did no ‘ave access to a hydromancer’s bubble. “
“You weren’t using a potion?” I asked, noticing that she’d blamed her teammates and not herself.
“I’m a druidess; I’ve a water-breathing form,” she elaborated shortly.
“Of course,” I allowed, nodding as if that made perfect sense.  “I’d like to talk to you about what to expect before we leave.”
“That won’t be necessary,” she grumbled, obviously unhappy.  “I’m leading you to the dungeon.”
I winced, not completely thrilled to have an outsider with us, much less one as abrasive as Sivan seemed to be.
“We should see if Tilly can come,” Gretch mentally interjected.
“Probably not a bad idea,” Skryvonna allowed.
“We’ll discuss it when we’re back home,” I thought, the Brandr’s water nymph being the least of my worries.
“I’m concerned about my new tribe,” I admitted aloud.  “I don’t feel right running off to a dungeon with that Tormian army unaccounted for.”
“Can’t you just return home every night once you hit the dungeon bind point?” Zappta asked.
“Sure, but most of my days will be spent away,” I argued.  “I’ve barely begun to get the town in order.”
Lastra sighed, her shoulder slumping.  “I’d offer warriors to bolster your forces, but for the same reasons I’ve got to keep my forces close.  All the tribes are returning their warriors to their own lands. Still, you’re our only hope for getting information from Torm.  Anyone from the Spine would be killed or enslaved as soon as they were seen.”
I had my doubts that they didn’t have anyone stealthy enough to pull it off, but part of me really wanted to explore the water dungeon and see Torm.  That same part of me dreaded sitting in my office in Concertina Town all day for the foreseeable future.  This was a fantastical world that I’d been reborn into, and the last thing I wanted was to be confined to one place.
“I think it would be fine to at least go to the dungeon and gauge the difficulty of the task, Alpha,” Gill encouraged, obviously listening in on my internal debate.
“A warlord such as yourself rarely spends all their time ruling over their people,” Skryvonna offered.  “It will only raise your standing in your people’s eyes if you conquer a dungeon and infiltrate Torm.”
“The dungeon will likely make you more powerful, if you survive,” Tic added.  “You may need the experience if you intend to eventually go head-to-head with Scott.”
“I’ll go check the dungeon out,” I conceded after an extended pause, causing both Lastra and Zappta to expel sighs of relief.  “Don’t get too excited,” I warned, “I’m not promising to go through with the whole plan, but I’ll at least go look at the dungeon.”
“Fair enough,” General Zappta assured me soberly.
“About those 500 gremlins,” I said, changing the subject and drawing a wince from Zappta.
“They don’t all still want to go, do they?” I asked.
“Um... no,” he admitted.  “Understand, this was a group of volunteers, not a military unit.”
“How many have changed their minds?”
“Maybe half,” Zappta grumbled.
“Ceria,” I called over my shoulder, “Was there a specified number the dungeon is expecting, sweetie?”
“No, just a large group,” she answered, walking up to stand behind my right shoulder.
“That’s fine, then, General,” I said, turning back to the table.  “Are the rest going back home?”
“Er, some are staying here, some are going back,” he answered, tilting his head from side to side.
“Well, let it be known that I’ll welcome any that want to move to Concertina Town,” I said with a grin.  “It’s close enough that they can still visit their relatives, but an exciting new opportunity to be part of a growing new community.”
“I’ll let ‘em know,” the General said with a belly laugh at my sales pitch.
“You’re welcome, as well, General,” I told him seriously.
“Chief Trakka wouldn’t give me up that easily, but I am tempted, lad,” he chuckled. 
“You weren’t headed to the dungeon?” I asked, confused.
“No, I was just drafted into babysitting until they were all settled in… and keeping an eye on you in case you had less-than-honorable motives.”
“Ah,” I replied with a smile.  “Well, the offer’s open.”
“I’ll keep it in mind,” he assured me.
“When’s the week over?” I asked.  “I’m not rushing you, but I’d like to get the ferry service over with as soon as possible.
“They’ll be ready the day after tomorrow,” Zappta answered.
I strained to keep my face neutral at hearing that I’d have to wait two more days to bind Ceria formally.  No good could come from admitting that I’d essentially traded hundreds of gremlins for one kobold.  Especially considering that I felt I
was getting the better end of the bargain.
 “When will you be heading to the dungeon?” Lastra asked.
“I’ll come pick up Sivan sometime tomorrow, if that’s okay with you?” I asked over my shoulder.
“I’d like a time frame,” Sivan answered stiffly.  “I’ve got more ta’ do than sit around waiting all day.”
“You could just come with us today,” Ceria offered.  “Then you’ll be with us when we get ready to go.”
Sivan looked toward me as if to verify Ceria’s offer.
“She’s my wife,” I laughed.  “If Ceria says you’re invited, then you’re invited.”
“Do ya have lodging for me?” she demanded.  “I’ll no sleep on the floor if I can help it.”
Trenah snorted a laugh, causing the kitsune to glare her way.
“You’ve never slept in a better bed than the one you’ve just been offered, fox lady,” Trenah explained.  “The Lord’s castle is a wonder to behold.”
Though she bristled at being called ‘fox lady,’ Sivan’s glare returned to me.
“There are rooms and beds in my Nexus,” I explained, holding up my hands defensively.  “I’m sure we can find you a bed in Concertina Town, if you’d prefer that instead, though.”
“I’ll…  go get my things,” she murmured, looking unsure for the first time I’d ever seen.
“I’d like to see more of this Nexus of yours,” Zappta remarked as the kitsune druidess strode away.
“I’ll give you a tour after delivering your pioneers to their new home,” I offered.
“Until then,” he stood and offered his hand, though it didn’t change his height.
“Until then,” I agreed, clasping forearms with the tiny old warrior before turning and offering a parting dip of my head to Chief Lastra.  When she returned the nod, I had to hide a smirk.  However she was doing it, she could see just fine despite her eyes.
I found my people amongst a gathering of locals and gremlins in the town square.  Purple appeared to be center stage and judiciously distributing healing potions, while Bo’ Urk and Arentha animatedly talked with a group of gremlins.  Piles of assorted goods sat on the bind runes, under Court’s watchful eye.
“How’d shopping go?” I asked, strolling up to Court as she was the only one unoccupied.
“They had fun,” she answered with a wan smile.
Noticing a sheen of sweat on her brow, I instinctively brought the back of my hand to her forehead.
“Stop it,” she snapped, swatting my hand away and folding her ears back.  “I’m fine.”
“Aww, you embarrassed her,” Elyria laughed without malice.
“My bad,” I half-apologized.  “You’re really feeling fine, though?”
“Yeah,” she replied, her posture relaxing.  “I’m a little weak, but that’s all.  I need to get in the training room as soon as Mamma Purple allows me.”
“I need to get in there as well,” I agreed, smirking at her nickname for Purple.  “I’ve never lost an arm, but I understand the irritation that comes with having to take it easy after an injury.”
“How did your meeting with the Chief go?” she asked, changing the subject. 
 “Well, they want me to go dungeon diving,” I replied wryly. “Oh, and somehow, the Tormian army has vanished from the face of Tournion.”
Her dark eyebrows drew down as she processed the information.
“No one knows where the army is?” she asked.
“Nope,” I replied.  “I’ll go over the details later when everyone can be present.”
She glanced up before nodding shortly. 
“I like that you do that… let everyone know what’s going on and let us offer our opinions, that is…” she elaborated.  “You’re different... I feel like I matter.”
“Everyone matters to my husband,” Ceria spoke up, wrapping a possessive tail around my calf as she walked up beside me. 
“Yeah,” Court muttered, turning her attention to the bags at her feet. 
“The grumpy fox is back,” Ceria reported, drawing my attention completely away from the maimed pantherian.
Glancing around, I caught sight of the statuesque kitsune in question striding across the square with a pack on her back and a spear in her hands.  The straps forced her decent-sized, woad-decorated breasts together and up, nearly forcing me to acknowledge that she had one hell of a body.
“She does indeed, Master, but I don’t like her very much,” Gill thought darkly.
“Sorry, sweety, it’s hard not to notice when she mostly just wears paint,” I pointed out.  “I’m not interested in her, though.”
“I know,” Gill mentally sighed.  “It’s not fair for me to seize on random thoughts like that.  She’s rubbed me the wrong way since we met, though.”
“Me too,” I agreed.  “You don’t have anything to worry about there.”
“Maybe she just needs some lovin’, like Scorp-Scorp did,” Gretch laughed. 
“We will never know,” Skryvonna thought sternly.  “Gill does not like her, so she is barred from our husband.”
“I know,” Gretch answered easily.  “I was just saying.  It’s not like we don’t know any other guys who could help her out.”
 Sivan reached the group, taking my attention from the amusing internal conversation. 
“Are we heading to your home now?” Sivan asked stiffly.
“We’re passing through it,” I explained.  “I’ve got to check in on my tribe and let my second-in-command know what’s going on.  Most of my people will stay there.  You’re welcome to stay or come with us to Concertina Town.”
“I’ll go see what’s become o’ the gnolls,” she replied.  “Some o’ them are close friends, despite what ya’ may think.”
“You’re going ta be surprised,” Mara said, joining the conversation.
I nodded in agreement before turning to the rest of my people and asking, “Everyone ready?”
“Hey, Chief, this is Pitch and Ramie,” Arentha spoke up, causing me to pause.   “Pitch is an engineer, and Ramie’s a sapper.  Can I hire them?”
“Nice to meet you, Chief Andric,” Pitch greeted.  An extremely buxom gremlin with blindingly red hair and a wide smile, I instantly liked her. 
“Chief,” Ramie, a slender blue-haired gremlin, muttered, bowing and keeping her gaze downcast.
“What are you two asking for your services?” I asked. 
“Two silver a month and room and board each,” Pitch instantly answered, though Ramie just nodded mutely.
“Works for me,” I said.  “You guys need to grab your things?”
“We’ve already got them,” Pitch said, indicating a couple of small packs at the edge of the shopping loot.  “Arentha was pretty sure you’d say yes.”
“Great, welcome aboard,” I said, reaching down to shake the happy gremlin’s forearm.
“Thanks for having us,” Pitch enthused.  “We can’t wait to meet Starfire.  She’s a legend around here.”
“I guess she would be,” I chuckled, reflecting that many gremlins had been saved from fighting their way out of subterranean hiding due to the monumental distraction my assault unicorn had provided.
“I’m sure we’ll be back soon,” Purple assured the last few Firetails hanging around her.  “I’m glad I could help.”
“Healing the old and infirm?” I asked as the people gathered about the sexy troll dispersed. 
“Handing out low-potency potions to civilians injured during the fighting,” she whispered.  “Their healers are about to drop, and there were just too many injured for everyone to be fully healed.  The potions I make now are far superior to the ones I gave away, but it feels good to help.”
“I’m glad,” I agreed, reflexively giving her shoulder a squeeze of affection and support.  “I can tell you’re happy.”
“It’s nice to be unknown,” Purple confided, with a flash of dimples and sparkling pink eyes.  “They think I’m odd because I’m a troll, but not because I’m a mixed breed.  I love it here in the Spine.  Everyone’s so nice.”
“I think everyone’s ready,” Ceria reported, breaking up our conversation.
“Porting now,” I called, pulling up my heads-up display and mentally keying in the command to return us all home.
Predictably, my wives and Tic appeared to the shock and amazement of our guests.  Vonna even materialized in her war form for the occasion. 
“What is this?” Sivan asked nervously, noting the unfriendly gazes, though she didn’t run screaming, which earned her a point in my book. 
“We’re just welcoming you to the household,” Elyria explained guilelessly, hand outstretched in greeting.
“We don’t live in our husband’s head while we’re home,” Gretch offered helpfully.
“Live in his…” Sivan repeated, confused.
“They’re all sweethearts,” Arentha explained to her two new charges.  “They’ll be gone with the Chief most of the time, anyway.  Let’s go meet Starfire, and then Urky and I will get you caught up on our projects.”
The new gremlins recovered from their shock quickly and scampered off through the stable door, their exclamations of wonder cut off when the door slammed behind them.
“Welcome, to our home,” Gill intoned formally, if somewhat stiffly, to Sivan.  “I’m Andric’s Alpha wife, Gill, in case you forgot our last meeting.”              
“Um, no… I remember,” Sivan replied, some of her icy disposition melting under the gazes of my wives.
“Mara, would you find her a room and show her where everything is?” I asked, deciding to save the kitsune from the awkward situation.  “We’ll head to Concertina as soon as she’s settled.  Who’s staying, and who’s going?”
“I’ll go,” Purple spoke up first.  “I want to grab the rest of the old healing potions I used to level first, though.”
“We’re coming, Chief,” Mara tossed over her shoulder.  “Be right back.”
“I’ll rest, I suppose,” Court muttered, though her lips twisted in disappointment.
Ceria and Trenah just stood closer to me, indicating their decision nonverbally.
“We’re all going, Alpha,” Gill stated for my bonds.  “If that army is near, you’ll need all of us.”
“Scott doesn’t like me much, but I doubt he’s going to move an entire army to crush our little settlement,” I reassured her. 
“Still,” she said, vanishing into my head and continuing mentally, “I’d not be apart from you for a moment.”
I felt the warm sensation of her adoration fill my body and couldn’t help but smile.  Taking a few moments, I focused on sharing my reciprocal feelings with her.
“I’d like some alone time with you soon,” Gill purred happily.  “It’s Skryvonna’s turn tonight, but I’ve been naughty and deserve a special punishment.”
I translated that to mean that she’d been good and deserved a reward, which I wholeheartedly agreed with.  I’d noticed that she’d made a point of aligning her influence with my desires since our talk in the Abyss. 
“You make the schedule,” I reminded her.  “Pencil in your punishment as soon as you can.”
“Of course, Master,” She cooed as the rest of my bonds joined her in my private temporal plane.
Mara and Sivan returned, and I smirked at the slightly shell-shocked look in Sivan’s eyes. 
“I take it you found the accommodations satisfactory?” I asked.
“Um, yes,” she replied.  “Your home is… excessive.”
“Great,” I said, though my attention was distracted by Purple’s return.
Fluffy accompanied the buxom troll, and she was sporting a new fashion accessory.  Strapped across the large Staffon puppy’s back was a leather harness that bore rows and rows of potion vials.
“That’s an interesting way to carry your potions,” I remarked to Purple, who had her own bandoleers crossed between her massive breasts and around her plump thighs.
“Which way?” she asked, looking down at herself with a giggle.
“On Fluffy,” I clarified with a chuckle of my own.  “What if she rolls on her back to scratch an itch?”
“Oh, she wouldn’t do that,” Purple cooed, scratching the white dog’s clipped, triangular ears. 
Fluffy barked once in agreement, her tail nub wagging furiously. 
“I thought it would be good to let Fluffy out of the nexus for a bit,” Purple explained.  “It’s a good opportunity to test the carry harness Bo’urk made for her as well.  I’m going to try to finish offloading these minor healing potions in town if there are enough people who need them.”
“You’re not saving any?” I asked.
“I keep making stronger batches to level my Alchemical skill, so I have quite a few stronger ones still in my lab.”
“Good to know,” I mused.  “See if you can come up with a water-breathing potion tonight.  I don’t want to rely entirely on this,” I explained, patting the box containing the hydromancer’s bubble at my hip. 
“It shouldn’t be a problem, though I may need a bit more money,” she said.
“What did you buy with the gold I gave you earlier?” I asked curiously.
“Oh, the Firetails’ herb gatherers were very accomplished,” she gushed.  “I found many rare ingredients that would have cost a fortune in the auction house.  They’ll help me in my research for increasing size, intelligence, and other stats in non-sapient beings.”
“The latest rat I met seemed pretty sapient to me,” I observed.
“Yes,” she agreed.  “I may have hit a wall on the intelligence front.  I’ve begun researching methods for improving sapient creatures, but that’s been a field of alchemical study for years.  I’ve acquired a few books on the subject, but I need access to more information.”
“I’m planning to upgrade the nexus this evening,” I said.  “Maybe I’ll be able to include a research library.”
“That would be amazing,” Purple cheered, clapping her hands together and bouncing, which drew my attention to predictable places.
“Chief,” Gretch complained.  “When are you going to take that troll?  She’s completely in love with you, and I want to see you make those curves bounce.”
I couldn’t seem to recall my typical reasons for delaying at the moment, so I just offered a mental shrug and averted my eyes.
“Poor, Andric,” Tic teased.  “So many women, so little time.”
Clearing my throat, I glanced around to ensure everyone was ready.  The complete disarray of my portal room caught my attention.  Transport wagons, trash, and materials littered the space from the last few days of activity. 
“Where did the oxen for the wagon go?” I asked.
“Most were moved to the dungeon, along with my people,” Trenah volunteered. 
“There are a few in the stables,” Purple added.  “They eat the grass in there.  Bo’urk’s taking care of them.”
Nodding, I wondered how I’d missed them when I visited Starfire the night before but chalked it up to it being dark in her pocket savannah. 
“I’ve got to organize this stuff,” I muttered.
“No,” Skryvonna advised.  “You have got to get an underling to do it.  Your time is better spent elsewhere.”
“I’ll work on it,” I mentally agreed.
“I’ll start on it when we return tonight,” Trenah volunteered. 
My first impulse was to tell her not to worry about it, but a sharp feeling of frustration shot through Skryvonna’s essence, stifling that impulse.
“I’d appreciate it,” I agreed, and my drider wife’s frustration changed to a pleased sensation.
Giving up on solving all my domestic problems in the next few moments, I keyed in the command to take us to Concertina.
Relief washed over me when we arrived and found that my citizens were peacefully going about their business with no army rampaging through the streets. 
“Be in the longhouse by nightfall if you want to go back with me tonight,” I warned everyone as I started towards the building myself.  “If you miss me, I’ll stop back by in the morning and check the longhouse again.”
I heard assorted agreements as most dispersed about their own business, though Trenah and Ceria followed close behind me.  Several passers-by waved or nodded at me during the short trip, making me feel at home despite only having been in possession of the town for a few days.
Grunell and a sturdy troll woman I didn’t know bracketed the door. 
“Not stopping people from entering, are you?” I asked as I shook forearms with the burly gnoll.
“No, Alpha,” he replied.  “Just on standby if Jalil needs us for anything.”
“Good man,” I said with a nod before turning to the other sentry.  “And you are?”
“Agda, Chief,” she replied, standing stiffly as if at attention. 
“I’m Andric, Agda,” I greeted.  “I’m assuming you’re part of the cattle guard?”
“Yes, Chief,” she snapped. 
“You’re making her nervous,” Gretch chided.  “Let the woman do her job.”
“Carry on,” I said, stepping through the door Grunell had opened for me.
“Feel like a damn officer,” I grumbled internally.
Someone had found furniture and decorations for the large building, and it seemed more official than the last time I’d seen it.  A few trolls and gnolls sat scattered around, talking quietly.
“Chief!” someone blurted upon seeing me.
Everyone sprang to their feet, looking unsure.
“As you were,” I said, waving a hand.  “I don’t much care for ceremony; just a wave will suffice if you feel the need to acknowledge me.”
I caught some relieved sighs as the group sank back down in their places.
“They do not know what kind of leader you are,” Skryvonna observed.  “Being an entirely new faction, there is no custom and tradition for them to fall back on.  Take care in what you do and say, as you are setting policy with every action.”
Grimacing, I resolved to keep that in mind as I stalked to my office. 
Jalil sat at the desk pouring over the light slate, and a young troll and a gnoll boy sat in chairs by the wall.
“How’s it going?” I asked, with a curious glance at the teens.
“Alpha!” Jalil greeted with a smile.  “Things are coming together.  You couldn’t have arrived at a better time.  I’ve got the crafters coming by at midday to petition for the crafting buildings, and I need you here to choose who gets what.”
“No, you don’t, Jalil,” I disagreed, though I smiled to take any sting out of the statement.  “I’m beginning to realize that I won’t be able to micromanage the town.  You’re going to have to do it for me.”
Jalil’s shoulders slumped at the news, and he leaned back in his chair. 
“I don’t know if I’m the best person for the job, then, Alpha,” he sighed.  “I don’t know anything about running a town.  There are others who’d want the position…”
“Bah,” I interrupted rudely.  “Anyone that wants to be in charge is probably not suited to the position.  I don’t know any more than you about running a town, anyway.  You want what’s best for your people and have been working yourself to death to achieve that.  That makes you the only person I can trust to do what’s right.  I just need you not to play favorites with the gnolls.  Our troll citizens are just as important.”
Jalil’s eyes flicked to the boys as I spoke.
“Who are they, anyway?” I asked.
“Runners, Alpha,” he replied sheepishly.  “Someone suggested I should have them when I kept dashing out of the office to find people.”
“Fantastic idea,” I agreed before moving to the wide-eyed lads and shaking their forearms with gravitas.  “Thank you for your service, boys.”
“So, you expect me to do all this alone?” Jalil asked after a moment of silence.
“Of course not,” I snorted.  “Hire whatever help you need.  I’ll cover the cost until the town starts making money.  I’m also not saying I won’t help, but I need to know that you can handle everything when I’m not here.”
“Where are you going?” Jalil asked, worry creeping into his features.
“Well, that’s a story unto itself,” I sighed, sinking into Jalil’s usual chair and beginning to tell him about the plan Zappta and Lastra had cooked up.
Hours later, I was nursing a headache, but progress had been made towards putting the town in order.  Smelters, tanners, bakers, shopkeepers, and so many more craftsmen had been given possession of buildings and tools.  I’d had to return to my nexus and order things from the auction house a dozen times to get it all up and running, but the beginnings of industry were taking root in Concertina by the time the sun began to sink below the horizon.
When conflict had arisen around certain limited positions, we’d solved the disputes by the simple expediency of assigning the existing resources to whoever had the highest level in the relevant trade.  The runner-up was invited to construct a competing business with assistance from the town. 
There were gaps in the production chain for certain goods, and I’d assigned Jalil the task of finding volunteers for those jobs, with promises to provide materials for people to begin learning the relevant trade.  I’d even deposited ten gold into the town’s coffers so Jalil could keep my promises for me.
“I’m done for the day,” I announced, popping my back.  “I still want to run over to Rathfuerg and see a man about a nymph.”
“A nymph?” Jalil asked, rubbing his tired eyes. 
“I’ve been told she might be good to have along in a water dungeon,” I laughed.  
“That’s not all she’s good for,” Gretch agreed. 
“I’ll stop in as soon as we hit the dungeon,” I promised, standing and clasping Jalil’s forearm. 
“Good luck, Alpha,” he replied with a grin.  “I’d go with you if you’d let me.”
“I’m sure you would,” I chuckled.  “Your job is going to be harder than mine in the coming weeks, I think.”




Chapter 14 – Wet Situations

“Oh Gods, no more,” I groaned, pushing myself away from the Brandrs’ large dining table.  “I’ll explode if I eat another bite.”
“Fairy,” Fierg teased good-naturedly as he popped another bite of venison backstrap into his mouth.
“That term means something other than lightweight eater where I come from,” I chuckled.  I’d noticed that the trolls ate fastidiously, having to cut their food into small bites due to their prominent tusks, but they could pack away as if they were getting ready for hibernation.
“Oh?” Bierg asked, setting down his tankard.
“It’s a derogatory term for men who like other men,” I explained.
“So, you’re a fairy in multiple ways,” Fierg laughed with his mouth full.
“He’s not, but I suppose I’m half a fairy in that case,” Ceria drawled, cutting Fierg’s laughter off.  The trolls were a bit skittish around her, though I couldn’t blame them, considering they’d fought her to the death multiple times.
Ceria and Trenah had been the only two non-bonds who’d chosen to accompany me to visit the Brandrs.  When we showed up unannounced at the clan’s stronghold, we’d been greeted like family and immediately been brought to dinner.
“Haven’t you met his wives?” Trenah asked from my other side.  “I don’t think he has the time or energy to light the candle from both ends.”
“Oh, his energy knows no bounds, especially when Gretch is around,” Ceria countered with a satisfied smirk.
“So, did you just come to eat, or did you have business?” Jorgan asked into the awkward silence, saving us all from the uncomfortable topic of my love life.
“Some business,” I admitted, leaning back so an elven thrall could clear my plates. 
When the table was cleared, save our horn tankards, I continued, “I’ve been asked to infiltrate Torm for the collective good of the Spine’s tribes.  It’s been suggested that I run a water dungeon until my reputation with the empire is recovered enough that I can walk its streets.”
“I see,” Jorgan rumbled, thumbing a gold-encrusted tusk in thought.  “Us trolls are more accustomed to riding on the waves than diving under them.”
“I don’t intend to ask any trolls to come with me,” I replied slowly.  “I was hoping I could convince Tilly to accompany me, though.”
“Tilly?” Jorgan questioned, his bushy, purple eyebrows going up before he subsided back into his thoughtful pose.  “I suppose she would be helpful underwater.”
“I’m not fighting him again unless I have my axe in my hand,” Fierg snorted. 
“I’m not trying to steal her,” I protested, realizing he was referring to the thrall’s duel we’d entered when we met.  “I don’t know how the whole thrall thing works.  If it’s against custom, I withdraw my request.”
“He’s joking,” Bierg interjected with a grin.  “Still, you can’t just borrow a thrall.”
“We do owe you a great deal, though much has been repaid,” Jorgan murmured, still deep in thought.  “Thrall contracts are only given through blood, and all at this table have shared a great deal of it.  We’re going to have to rework our entire plumbing system.”
“I don’t even know if she wants to go,” I acknowledged, interrupting Jorgan’s thoughts.  “I don’t intend to force her into a dangerous situation.  Some of my wives suggested that she would be good to have along, so I’m asking, not demanding.”
Jorgan and his sons shared serious glances, and I caught Bierg giving the patron a nod.
“You’ve brought us much wealth and glory, young human,” Jorgan said at length.  “You’ve also aided my son’s recovery when you didn’t have to, at great personal cost.  You helped us with the swarm and probably saved my heir from death.  In return, our clan has fought and bled for your cause, helping you reclaim your wife’s people’s land.  If we had suffered badly in that endeavor, I would declare the scales balanced, but we profited instead.  Some of the clan went to eat at Barkus’ table on your behalf, but they died good troll deaths.  I declare the scales unbalanced in your favor.  To right them, the Brandr clan offers its most valuable thrall to your care, fellow clansman.”
“I’m, um…” I stammered, caught off-guard by his grandiose gesture.
“Accept graciously, husband,” Skryvonna thought quickly.  “He knows you will just release her the first chance you get, but it is a matter of honor that he does not feel in your debt.”
“I accept your generous decision,” I said, bowing my head to the clan Chief.  “If there’s anything I can do to help with your plumbing, I will.”
“The plumbing!” Fierg shouted with a howl of laughter.  “He takes possession of a water nymph, and his first thoughts are of the plumbing.”
“Purple knows a bit about caring for a nymph,” Jorgan said, though his lips curled into a small smile.  “I have every confidence you can handle her.”
“This may have been a bad idea…” Gill thought, mirroring my own sudden concern.
“This is the best idea!” Gretch disagreed.  “Baths are going to be so much fun…”
I muted their conversation not to miss Jorgan’s words as he stood from the table.
“It makes me nervous to have her here, to tell you the truth,” he admitted as we all followed him to our feet.  “She did a number on one of our longships and killed some good trolls before we managed to subdue her.  Brazen bitch attacked our ship all by her lonesome.  Something about finding a worthy mate…  Still, I’ll miss the tubs filling without the need for heated water and buckets.”
“Didn’t you feed her last time you were here?” Fierg asked me as if just remembering.
“I guess…” I said, unsure about his wording.
“You’ll be fine,” Bierg chuckled as we followed Jorgan out to the courtyard.
Jorgan stopped at a picturesque pool bracketed by lampposts in the corner of the courtyard.
“Tilly, come here, please,” he respectfully intoned over the still water.
“Yes, master,” Tilly’s bubbly voice responded as she materialized as a mercurial nude woman, thigh deep in the water.
“Do you remember Andric?” he asked.
Tilly glanced over at me, and a wide smile graced her liquid features.
“Oh, I do,” she purred.  “Is he staying with the clan again tonight?”
“He is part of the clan now, Tilly,” Jorgan explained.  “To settle some debts between his family and mine, he’s agreed to take you into his household.”
“Oh!” Tilly exclaimed, her ‘hair’ whipping back and forth as she looked between us.  “Do you have enough water to house me?”
“He does,” Fierg assured the nymph.  “I think you’ll like his home.”
“In that case, it would be my pleasure to go with him,” She grinned before affecting a pout.  “Everyone here is afraid of poor Tilly.  It’s just no fun.”
“She’s going to fit right in,” Ceria giggled quietly. 
Jorgan pulled a thrall contract from thin air and his knife from his belt.  I watched as he nicked his finger and held the magical contract out to me.  I mirrored his action, and the parchment disappeared to wherever those damn things went. 
“Promise me not to release her immediately when we return home,” Skryvonna thought nervously.  “I did not consider the possibility of a wild nymph living in our baths.”
“I’ll play it by ear, but won’t immediately free her in our bathtub,” I solemnly promised.  The sheer respect she demanded from the sturdy trolls had shifted my perspective on the happy water lady I’d just agreed to care for.
“If we have to walk far, you’re going to need a barrel of water to contain me, Master,” Tilly said, stepping from the pool with perfectly sculpted legs.  “I can maintain this form for maybe two miles at night.”
“We don’t have to walk far,” I assured her.  “What would happen if you stayed out of water for too long?”
“I’d start to evaporate,” Tilly said with a frown.  “It’s very painful, and I’d see it as a breach of contract.”
“I won’t let you evaporate,” I promised.  “We can be in my home in moments.”
“Oh, good,” she cheered, clapping her hands together.  I was interested to note that her hands smacked like flesh rather than just splashing together like water puddles.
“Have a safe night,” Jorgan bid, clasping forearms with me.  “Raiding season is upon us, so we’ll likely not be here when you next return.  I believe Axerager is going with us, so maybe the two of you can work out some form of communication.”
“I’ll try to catch him before you leave,” I agreed, shaking the twins’ forearms in farewell.
“Are you ready?” I asked Tilly.
“I’m excited,” she declared.  “I’ve been living in the confines of this place for so long.  Please tell me you have large above-ground pools.”
“I do…” I started, thinking of Starfire’s pond. 
“Oh, let’s go,” she virtually demanded, seizing my arm and nestling it between her soft breasts. 
“Good luck,” Fierg called over his shoulder as the trio made their way back inside.
“You girls ready?” I asked my semi-reptilian shadows.
“Yes, Chief,” the pair answered simultaneously.
With a deep breath and a nod, I ported us back home.
“Ohhh,” Tilly cooed, her liquid eyes wide as she scanned the portal room.
“Hello, Tilly,” Gill greeted as my wives appeared in a loose circle around the nymph. “I’m Gill, Andric’s Alpha wife.”
“Oh,” the water nymph responded, raising a mercurial eyebrow and spinning slowly to take in the sudden crowd.  “Are you all his wives?”
“I’m not,” Tic harrumphed. 
“Nor I,” Trenah added softly.
“Well, I’m delighted,” Tilly giggled with a graceful curtsy. 
“Me, too,” Gretch replied, stepping forward and gently hugging the nymph who, after a moment of stunned surprise, hugged my hob-succubus back.
“You’re interesting,” Tilly breathed.  “What are you?”
“I’m a hob-succubus,” Gretch answered with a wide smile.  “Andric’s powers have made me quite a unique race.”
“Powers?” Tilly asked, glancing at me through the screen of beautiful women.
“We’ll discuss all that later,” Gill said, not unkindly.  “We honestly didn’t expect you to be coming to live with us tonight, not that you aren’t welcome.  We should probably find out which body of water you’d prefer so you can be comfortable while we talk.”
“There’s more than one?” Tilly asked with a smile.
“There is a pocket dimension with a very nice pond,” Skryvonna volunteered. 
I was surprised that she’d be so accommodating until I realized she was probably just hoping that the nymph wouldn’t choose to live in the baths.
“We’ve got huge bathing tubs built into the floor, also,” Gretch enthused, clearly hoping for the opposite. “They’re never emptied, and the waters remain clear no matter what we do in the baths.”
“Indeed?” Tilly asked with a knowing smirk.  “I think I’m going to like it here very much.”
“You can always just walk between the two…” Elyria put in, ever the hostess.  “I didn’t know water nymphs could walk on dry land.”
“We don’t usually have a reason to,” Tilly answered with a bubbly laugh.  “I’m a little overwhelmed at the hospitality.  Do you treat all your thralls this well?”
“I don’t keep thralls,” I said slowly.  “You’re going to have some choices to make soon.”
Tilly’s mouth dropped open, but she didn’t respond.
I walked to a nearby light slate and opened the Nexus menu.  I’d already decided to finish maxing the overall Nexus level, hoping to rid myself of the time restriction and now seemed like a good time to do so.  Pausing with my finger over the submit button, I decided I should probably warn the residents before upgrading.  I was overdue for a household meeting, regardless.
“Can a few of you get everyone to meet us in here?” I asked, glancing up from the console.  “I’m going to upgrade the Nexus before we present Tilly with her options for accommodations, and I don’t want to startle anyone.”
“I’ll go,” Trenah volunteered. 
“I’ll come with,” Elyria said, happily joining the croc girl.
“You have a large household, but keep no thralls?” Tilly asked, wandering over.
“It’s not that large…” I began before trailing off as I became aware of just how many people called my nexus home.
“Three gremlins; Purple and Bo’urk, whom you know; my five wives; Tic - who’s another bond; Court – a pantherian former thrall; Mara – though she doesn’t technically live here; and Trenah – the crocodilian you met,” I rattled off while totaling up the numbers in my mind.  “Oh, and we have a kitsune druidess visiting from the Fire Tail Tribe, as well.”
“And now me?” Tilly put in.  “What are you planning to do with me if you don’t keep thralls, Master?”
“You may as well stop calling me Master now,” I laughed.  “I’m going to free you, of course.  I don’t have any bind points near an ocean, but I’ll give you the option of where to go.”
“So, you don’t want me to live here?” Tilly asked, confused.
“No, no,” I cut her off, waving a hand in denial.   “You’re welcome to stay.  I just wanted you to understand that you don’t have to.”
Tilly’s face was still screwed up in confusion.
“But, why?”
“Tilly!” Purple’s excited voice came from the door pausing the conversation.
My buxom alchemist swept the nymph into an affectionate bear hug, smothering the smaller woman in silky-nightdress-clad tits as she did so.  I nearly sighed in relief that no one was in my mind to observe the pang of desire the sight caused.
“Aren’t you his thrall?” Tilly asked when she was able to extract herself.
“Oh, no; he freed me as soon as we got here,” Purple chuckled.
“But you’re still here,” the nymph pointed out.
“Where else would I be?” Purple asked, her dimples deepening with her growing smile.  “I love it here.”
“I see,” Tilly murmured thoughtfully.
“Who’s the nymph?” Court asked as she walked in.  “New summon?”
Glancing over, I noticed an unhappy scowl flicker across her face before she schooled it back to neutrality.
“She was a thrall,” I stated.  “I’ll introduce her to everyone when the rest get here.”
“I’m still a thrall,” Tilly pointed out.
Bo’urk and the gremlins saved me from answering as they entered the room in a knot, talking amongst themselves.
Trenah and Elyria returned with Mara and Sivan in tow, completing the household gathering.
“What’s goin on, Chief?” Mara the raccoon girl asked, her brown eyes sparkling happily from the dark band of skin surrounding them.
“First off, I’d like everyone to meet Tilly,” I announced, gently patting the nymph’s bare shoulder.  Again, I was struck that her surface felt like skin rather than liquid.
“She just came over from the Brandr estate, and we haven’t been able to talk, so I don’t know if she’s staying,” I explained.
“How do you all do?” Tilly greeted formerly with a curtsy.
“Aside from that,” I continued after the welcomes were reciprocated. “I’m about to upgrade the nexus again and didn’t want to startle anyone.  After that, I’m going to talk about the quest I’ve been given and ask for ideas that may help.”
“What’s the quest, Andric, strong human?” Bo’urk piped up.
“It has to do with a water dungeon,” I chuckled, “but wait until I get to it.”
Bo’urk, Arentha, and the two new gremlins had their heads together, excitedly discussing the revelation before I even finished speaking.
“Since this room is cramped, with seventeen people and all this junk, I’ll upgrade the nexus first,” I explained, suiting action to words.
Player Nexus level 6:
The player Nexus will expand to include five additional bedrooms and an additional great room.
You may house up to 40 residents in the nexus.  The residents will not have time restrictions.
Residents can be given keys to allow them to enter and exit your nexus without your assistance.
Three additional bathrooms will be added.
Four additional crafting rooms will be added.
All current rooms and amenities will be expanded.
One additional stable will be added.
Two additional studies will be added.
One additional recreation room will be added.
Player Nexus daily allotted time will be unlimited.
Two storage rooms will be added.
One treasury will be added.
Further upgrades to the Nexus will only be possible on a room-by-room basis.
Cost 8000 exp
Hitting the Accept button, I grinned as the floor of the portal room shifted to black marble, laced with silver and white veins. The herringbone slate walls smoothed to the same black marble, and graceful rose quartz accents grew around the doors and baseboards.
 Though I couldn’t have pinpointed the moment the room grew, I became aware of the extra free space as we suddenly took up much less of the floor space.  Glancing up, I saw that the distant ceiling now appeared to be made of glowing, blue quartz. 
“It’s beautiful,” Gretch breathed.  
“It’s gaudy,” Court grunted.
“It is adequate,” Skryvonna asserted with satisfaction.
“It’s home,” I laughed.  “You’re all free to go exploring after the household meeting, though I’m moving us to the great room so we can be comfortable while we talk.”
Sighs and oohs of delight came from the women ahead of me as we filed out of the portal room’s massive, arched doorway and into the great room.
Marble and quartz arches now lined the great room’s walls.  Half of the room was now dedicated to almost theater seating, though the seats themselves were plush leather couches.  The other half remained casual, though painfully tasteful in its furnishing for relaxation.  Mahogany desks resided under the arches, providing workstations for anyone who wanted one.  Even the breakfast nook was expanded and sported a larger table and elaborately carved mahogany chairs. 
My wonder was tempered by the uncertain look on Tilly’s face as she took in all the rich furnishings.
Pulling up my HUD light slate, I mentally flicked through options until I found accessories I could add to the great room.   A thousand exp and a moment later, a pair of fountains rose from the floor: one in the center of the ‘meeting space’ and the other in the center of the casual space.  Every eye turned to watch as the marble shaped itself into nude women facing each other across the massive room. 
One grew angel wings as the other sprouted bat wings.   When the appropriately decorative pool at each of their feet finished forming, water shot from their outstretched hands as if they were flinging spells at each other, though it only sprayed gently into the pools enclosing each statue.
“There,” I announced proudly.  “Now, you don’t have to be high and dry while we talk.”
“Did you really just do that for me?” Tilly asked, sounding shocked and unsure of herself for the first time I’d ever heard.
“You’ll get used to it in time,” Purple chuckled, coming up beside Tilly and wrapping an arm around the nymph’s slender waist. 
“We can’t have you evaporating,” I laughed.  “I don’t want to find out what you’d do if I breached the contract before I get a chance to break it entirely.”
 As everyone had already spread out to explore the room, I raised my voice to carry as I suggested, “Let’s use this meeting area, I guess.”
I heard a round of affirmative sounds as I wandered over to the meeting area.  The couches were aligned in rows with an aisle down the middle.  The floor sloped downwards, so each couch was a bit higher than the last, like a decadent movie theater.  In place of a screen, however, was a raised stage upon which sat an elaborate chair, or… throne.
“Feeling a bit cocky lately?” Tic asked with a giggle as she drew up beside me, one arm sliding around my waist as another hooked through the crook of my own.
“I’ve got to get rid of that thing,” I laughed.  “It’s ridiculous.”
“You shouldn’t,” Gill said with a smirk. 
“Why?” I asked, genuinely puzzled.
Gill deftly disengaged Tic’s hands from me and molded herself into my body before lowering her mouth to my ear and whispering, “I’d like you to put a collar on me and have me sit at your feet while entertaining other wives from that throne.”
“Gods,” I breathed; the force of her erotic energy hit me like a club upside the head…or heads… 
“I could even service you while you hold this meeting,” she whined, obviously winding herself up with the thought.
“Not this time,” I rasped.  “Too many new people.”
“A shame,” she pouted softly, nipping my neck before stepping back.  I marveled that she could appear so proud and proper after what she’d just been suggesting.
Gentle splashing drew my attention as Tilly dove into the angel fountain that was now the centerpiece of the meeting space.  I almost shouted that it was too shallow to dive into before feeling relieved when the nymph’s slender body rose in a small pillar of water to hover above the fountain.  She reclined across the shaped liquid as if it were a comfortable seat.
“She’d definitely be helpful in a water dungeon, Chief,” Gretch stated, running a hand across my shoulders as she passed me.
“Yeah,” I absently agreed as I tried to figure a way out of using the throne. 
“Grab the other side of this, please, sweetie,” I called to Gretch before she could get too far. 
Together we moved one of the two frontmost couches so its back was against the stage, facing the arranged seating. 
Flopping down, I called, “Everyone, take a seat, please.”
Gretch and Gill took the frontmost couch as everyone else found a spot.  I noted that the couches were only a third full despite a few people choosing to sit alone. 
Skryvonna lounged across a couch, looking as regal and comfortable as a legendary Arabian queen on a palanquin.  Court sat stiffly near the back before Purple joined her with a smile. 
Ceria and Trenah sat together, and I noticed a friendship developing there.
The engineers all shared a single couch, despite Bo’urk’s uncommonly wide frame.  Arentha just claimed the stout little guy’s lap, and the other two gremlins packed in on either side.
Behind them, the two barbarian women from the Fire Tail tribe talked quietly together. 
“The Fire Tail tribe has given us a quest,” I started, and the murmuring in the room fell off.  “They want me to infiltrate Torm and find out several things; the location of the army that was besieging Firemont being the most pressing.  They also want me to discover Torm’s motive for invading in the first place, and whether they are at war with anyone else.  We can only hope the last is true.”
“To accomplish this, I need neutral standing with Torm, which is easiest to accomplish by running a dungeon just over their border…”
As I laid out the plans and challenges ahead, Gretch, apparently bored since she knew everything I was saying, deftly popped one of Gill’s breasts out of her purple silk top and gave the dark gray nipple a lick before my poor Alpha wife realized what was happening.
“Anyway,” I recovered, picking up where I’d left off, Sivan here is going to lead us to the dungeon in the morning so I can tag the bind point.  I’ll spend any remaining daylight in Concertina town…”
Gill grabbed Gretch by the back of the neck and held her in place as she gazed at me, making sure I noticed what was happening.  She then reached her other arm across and jerked Gretch’s strappy outfit off her perky breasts.
I stumbled over my words as I scanned the faces of everyone behind them, but no one could see what was happening over the high back of the couch in the front row.  I’d commandeered the other front-row couch, so my first two wives didn’t even have to worry about the seats beside them.
Gretch began weakly struggling to extricate herself from Gill’s tit as my sexy gnoll was literally smothering her.  Gill leaned down, whispered something in Gretch’s ear, and the little green troublemaker disappeared.
“Gill said I’m being bad and to ask you how she can punish me,” Gretch virtually panted into my mind.
“Tell her she can do anything she wants, but if anyone else in the room finds out, you’re both in trouble,” I hurriedly thought while desperately trying to keep track of what I was saying.
“Who’s coming with you?” Court asked as Gretch reappeared in Gill’s lap, minus her clothing.
“I haven’t really decided yet,” I explained.  “Trenah, I’d like you to come, as everyone tells me your people are good swimmers.  Tilly, you’re under no obligation to help, but I’d appreciate it if you decided to come.  You’re getting released from your thrall contract regardless of your decision.”
“You’d have to release me, for me to come,” Tilly laughed.  “My contract prevents my holder from using me for combat.  We’ll talk later…”
I nodded, trying not to stare as Gill clamped a hand over Gretch’s mouth and stuffed two fingers of her other hand into the squirming goblin’s pussy.  Gretch’s violet eyes went wide before she sank into the valley of Gill’s breasts and began slowly rocking her hips.
“… want to come,” Court was saying.  “Arentha worked out a way for me to use a shield.”
“We’ll, uh… figure out who’s coming in the morning,” I stammered, tearing my eyes away from Gill mauling Gretch not even five feet away from me.
“I can’t go into another dungeon until my old master releases me,” Ceria said sadly before perking up.  “I can’t go for the first trip, but I should be able to make it for the actual delve, right?”
“Probably,” I answered with a smile her way.  “If nothing goes wrong, I’m taking the gremlins to Kobold Delight the morning after next.  You can come bonded or as you are; up to you.”
“I’ll have to think about it,” Ceria said quietly.  “I want to join the family fully, but you may need me beside you…”
“You don’t have to decide right now,” I reminded her gently.  “You’re part of the family already.”
Gill slid down so her shoulders were below the back of the couch and wrapped her legs around Gretch to prevent her from bucking as she savagely fingered her using the technique to hit her G-spot that I assumed she’d learned from me.
Gretch’s legs would have been kicking the couch as they trembled if Gill hadn’t had her wrapped up so tight.  For all Gretch’s otherworldly power, Gill was physically stronger.  I idly wondered what would happen if Gretch lost control and let her aura loose in the middle of the meeting. 
“Are you okay, Sir?” Elyria asked, snapping my focus away from the sensual green body writhing in Gill’s grasp.
“Yeah, sorry,” I coughed.  “Must be tired.  Long day and a big supper,” I explained.
“Bo’urk was talking to you,” Elyria giggled cutely.  “You just stared into space like you couldn’t hear him.”
Gill flipped Gretch over across her knees as if she were going to give her a spanking and thrust her fingers back inside the writhing hob-succubus while burying her face in the couch with the other hand.
“What were you saying Bo’urk?” I asked, straining my eyes to keep them off my wives’ antics.
“Swim fins,” Bo’urk stated, apparently only repeating the relevant word of whatever statement he’d previously made.
“Yeah, that would be great,” I agreed.  “Do you need anything to make them?”
“Oiled leather is about all I lack,” Bo’urk replied.  “I could make some, but it would take too long to cure.”
“I’ll get you some,” I assured him.  “Great idea, thanks.”
A flicker of movement caught my eye, and I noticed that Gretch had snaked her tail between Gill’s knees.  Gill was biting her lower lip as she furiously thrust her fingers into Gretch’s wet pussy, and I assumed that Gretch’s tail was helping her retaliate against her captor.
“I, um… I’m falling asleep sitting here,” I chuckled, acting embarrassed by my faux weakness.  “We’ll have to sort out who’s staying and who’s going in the morning.”
Gretch’s entire body jerked and trembled as Gill drew a chain of orgasms from the smaller woman, and somehow, she wasn’t even moaning into the couch that I could hear.  On the other hand, Gill looked like she’d bite entirely through her lower lip if I didn’t stop them soon.
“Have a good night, everyone,” I said, lamely waving, unable to stand just yet.
A few got to their feet, talking with each other and getting ready for bed.
Gretch and Gill both instantly vanished into my head.
“You are so going to pay for that, toy,” Gill growled, her thoughts thick with desire and false anger.
“Yes, Mistress,” Gretch replied, her thoughts just as wavering and lust-drunk.  “Please, make me pay.  Get Andric to help.”
“It’s Skryvonna’s night,” Gill mentally purred.  “Our husband won’t be around to save you.”
“Then who’s going to save you?” Gretch answered with a little drunken giggle.  “There won’t be any reason for me to play fair when we don’t have to be quiet.”
I muted the conversation for the sake of my sanity, and so my penis wouldn’t decide to rip through my pants like the Hulk and go looking for them without me.
“What ya doing, Chief?” Elyria asked, hopping my lap.
“Oh!” she exclaimed, giggling and shifting around so that my bulge rested in the cleft of her ass cheeks.
“Gill and Gretch were putting on a show during the meeting,” I whispered roughly in her ear.
“So, you’re not actually sleepy?” she asked, whispering as well.
“Not at all,” I muttered.
“Good,” she said happily before kissing me over her shoulder and wiggling her full ass against me again.  “It’s Skryvonna’s night, but you still have to take a shower.”
Her comment reminded me that we’d never settled on where Tilly was staying, and I sighed in disappointment. 
“Something wrong?” Elyria asked, concerned.
“Nothing,” I chuckled.  “I just realized we still have to sort out Tilly before the fun part of the night begins.
“Feels like it’s already begun,” she purred, leaning back against me and subtly sliding her ass up and down my shaft.
“I have to get presentable,” I chuckled, lightly slapping her thigh.
“If I don’t stop, will you spank me harder?” she husked, though she stopped shifting her hips.
“Are you getting up?” Skryvonna asked, walking up with Ceria.
“In a minute,” I grumbled. 
“I’ll walk in front of you,” Elyria giggled. 
“Oh,” Ceria exclaimed, having just figured out the problem.  Her knowing smirk fell into place as she added.  “We got you covered.”
Skryvonna just scowled at Elyria as if my condition was her fault.
“It was Gill and Gretch,” the bunny girl in my lap protested, laughing and holding her hands up in protest.  “I found him like this, I swear.”
“We’ve got to go talk to the nymph,” I sighed.  “I wanted to clean you all tonight as well.”
I stood, and true to their word, Elyria and Ceria blocked for me as I approached Tilly, who still reclined in her fountain with a smile.
“I love it here,” she announced when we reached her. 
“Why is that?” I asked, confused. 
“Nymphs have great hearing,” she giggled.  “I’m also connected to the moisture in the air, so I can get a good sense what everyone is doing, even if I can’t see them.”
That stunned me into silence for a moment, and Tilly laughed at the embarrassment on my face.
“You weren’t the one being naughty,” she laughed before turning to Elyria and whispering conspiratorially, “You don’t have to keep blocking the view.  I’ve seen it before.”
“Oh?” Elyria asked, though she didn’t move.
“She bathed him at Purple’s request when we were guests at the Brandr compound,” Skryvonna explained.
“Are you going to show me the rest of the water?” Tilly asked innocently as her liquid throne bent low enough for her to delicately step into the floor.  I noticed that not a single stray drop of water spilled onto the marble.
“Sure,” I replied, wishing I wasn’t quite so worked up before having to deal with the nymph, especially after getting reminded about her bathing me.  Despite my varied and active sex life, I had never felt anything quite like the sensation the water nymph had wrung from me.
“Sorry, husband,” Gill thought, though her tone bore only humor.
“Is she on the approved list?” Gretch asked.  “Chief had fun with her before, but I was his only wife back then, and I’d never tell him no…”
“We’ll have to talk to everyone about it,” Gill thought seriously.  “I think it’s fine if she just feeds from him a bit, though.  That’s not really sex.”
While that tidbit was news to me, I had to mute the internal conversation and desperately try to pry my mind from the gutter.
“We’ll show you the outdoor pool first,” I said, leading the way.  
After Tilly met Starfire and tactfully declined to share a pool with the giant rhino, we all trooped to the bath.  Gretch hummed happily in my mind as we walked through the new marble halls.
“What are you two still doing in there?”  I asked.
“Gill’s too embarrassed to come out, so I’m keeping her company,” Gretch explained happily.
“And this is the baths,” I said, throwing open the door.  I’d expected it to be larger, but I was still surprised by the sheer size of the opulent room.  There were now four baths separated by wide, marble walkways.  The sauna that I still hadn’t gotten around to trying appeared larger as well.   The showers had doubled in size and now had a stone partition dividing them into two large areas. 
More interesting than any of that was the single, four-armed, nude figure humming to herself as she washed under the spray of four shower heads.
“I see why you all take so many showers even though you don’t need to,” Tic called loudly, throwing out all four arms and her wings as if to indicate the entire room. 
Already horny enough that the marble walls were starting to look sexy, I just stared at her perfect, naked, pink body for a moment before remembering to close my mouth and breathe. 
“I can always try to make you something more pleasant if you decide to stay,” I said to Tilly. 
“This is the nicest bath house I could ever imagine, but I wouldn’t want to live in here,” she said almost apologetically, before adding, “I’d be happy to bathe you all whenever you want, though!”
“That is quite all right,” Skryvonna stiffly declined.
“Wait,” Gretch interjected, appearing beside me.  “She washed your armor last time, and you admitted to me that it felt nice.  Why wouldn’t you want her to bathe you?”
“Another time, sweetie,” I said to Gretch, snagging her around the waist and squeezing her to me.  “We don’t even know if she wants to stay yet.”
“If you make me a water room, I will,” Tilly cooed sweetly, batting her eyelashes at me. 
Briefly wondering how water could shape eyelashes, I chuckled and offered, “I don’t think that’d be a problem.  I can make the rooms do pretty much whatever I want.”
“I want upgrades, Husband,” Skryvonna demanded.
“Everyone can have upgrades,” I soothed, though the likely experience cost caused me to wince internally.
“We sleep in your bed,” Elyria laughed, indicating Gretch and Ceria with her chin.  “I don’t think you need to worry about our rooms.”
“Good point,” I replied brightly, trying to hide my relief.
Tic wandered over, still nude and dripping water.
“I wouldn’t mind some amenities in my room,” the temptress said while slicking water off her body with all four hands.
“We have towels,” I informed her dryly, my composure recovered from her unexpected nudity earlier. 
“I didn’t want to get one dirty,” she drawled while deliberately running her upper hands over her high breasts in an apparent attempt to flirt while wiping the moisture away.
“Tic! Out! Or sit in the corner to air dry or something,” Gill instructed, appearing nude beside me.  She seized my hand and brought it to her own full breast before turning to Tilly.
“I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to sit this one out, dear,” Gill apologized.  “We’ll figure something out if you decide to stay, but us wives have to talk about it.  Will the bathing room work for tonight?”
“Um, yes…” Tilly answered, surprised by Gill’s sudden appearance and direct questions.
“Excellent,” Gill said with a broad smile.  “If you don’t want to watch, I suggest you head back to the fountains in the great room for now.  It’s Skryvonna’s night, but I’m planning on jumping my husband in the shower before bed, and I know at least Gretch is going to join in.  If you could excuse us, please…”
“I’ll, uh… just get in the water,” Tilly stammered, a little wide-eyed at Gill’s sudden dismissal. 
“Sure,” Gill muttered, turning to me and completely putting the nymph from her mind.  “Let’s get you out of these clothes… Master.”




Chapter 15 – Carnal Caravan

After some discussion, it was decided that those of us best suited for rapid overland travel should make the trip to the dungeon, and others, such as Trenah and Tilly, could be brought in via bind point after we made contact today.  So, Court, Ceria, and Mara accompanied me and Sivan as we embarked for the dungeon.
The closest bind point I had to the border was the gremlin city of Strider’s Peak.  So, it was out of their gates we trotted as we began our trek in the pouring rain.
“’Tis not that bad,” Mara chuckled as I tried getting the hood of my gray cloak pulled forward enough to keep the rain off my face.  “The problem is you’re wearing too many clothes.  The rain makes you all wet and miserable when you’re all bundled up like that.”
I had to admit that Mara, who’d had her woad refreshed when we visited Firemont, looked like she was enjoying the torrential rain a lot more than the rest of us as we hunkered under our cloaks.
Also dressed primarily in magical body paint, Sivan didn’t look happy. But she never did, so I supposed she wasn’t a great point of reference.
“I may try their way, when we get further from town,” Ceria groused.  “Everything is wet and itchy, despite this damn cloak.”
“I’ll have to remember to get us better ones,” I commented, tugging on my hood again.  “I don’t know if traveling without your armor is a great idea where we’re going, however.  That paint protects them.”
“It’s fine,” she muttered.  “I wasn’t serious.”
“I can send you back now,” I offered.   She wouldn’t be able to enter the dungeon when we arrived but had offered to make the journey regardless.  Court, on the other hand, couldn’t be talked out of it, despite still not being fully recovered from her injury.
“You all talk too much,” our guide called over her shoulder while slicking her wet, red hair out of her face.  “It’s just water.”
I noticed her fox tail looking droopy from being soaked and decided to let her play the hard ass, if it made her happy.
“If it ain’t rainin’, we ain’t trainin’,” I muttered under my breath as I hunched my shoulders against the weather and pulled my pack into a more comfortable position.
“You are not training…” Elyria observed curiously.
“Just a saying from my old world’s army,” I thought, my mood lifting at my inquisitive bunny’s thoughts.
“I am assuming you did not only train in the rain,” Skryvonna thought.  “I can think of no logical reason for it.”
“No, it just seemed to rain during the most grueling times,” I answered.  “It’s sort of a mantra to ward away the bad mood that crawling about in the mud can cause.  The more motivated you can be when you say it, the better it works.”
“I like the rain,” Gretch sighed.  “I wish I could walk with you.”
“You know we need to save our time,” Gill admonished.
“I know,” Gretch pouted.  “I didn’t say I would come out, just that it would be nice to walk in the rain.  The trash panda is right, by the way.  It’s way better just to take off your clothes when it’s still warm out.”
“They talking to you?” Ceria asked, her bright gray eyes shining from the depths of her hood.
“Always,” I replied with a chuckle.
“It’ll be nice to finally join them,” she mused, her teeth shining white as she smiled in the shadows of her hood.
“I don’t know,” I cautioned.  “Gretch was just saying how she would like to be walking around in the rain with us.  You’ll lose a lot of freedom.  I won’t be angry if you change your mind about bonding… as long as you’ll agree to stay married to me.”
“It’s what I want,” Ceria answered sincerely.  “Gretch may not be able to come out here, but she’s connected to you and the others.  It’s not like she can’t see what’s going on and talk to everyone.  Also, she can come out but is saving her time for a more important moment.  It’s not as bad as you make it out to be.”
“That’s true…” I agreed, though it seemed like a bad trade to me.
“She’s also a powerful infernal-goblin hybrid now,” Ceria continued.  “Do you think her old life as a simple goblin was better?”
“Never asked,” I admitted somewhat guiltily. 
“It definitely wasn’t, Chief,” Gretch supplied enthusiastically.  “I wasn’t even smart enough to know how bad it was, but it was… not as good as this.”
“We’re glad to have you with us,” Gill agreed, her link radiating warmth and affection for our wife.
“She said she likes it better with us,” I told Ceria to keep her involved in the conversation.
“I suspected as much,” Ceria replied, her enigmatic smirk just visible.
Her tail coiled out from behind her and touched my thigh before she fell back to speak with Court.
“Staying in your heavy clothes?” Mara asked mischievously when she saw me walking alone. 
“I’m not wearing protective body paint,” I laughed.
“Ach, but your armor is only a thought away, right?” she teased.
“A thought is too long if a sharpshooter hits me in the back,” I grumbled.  “It’s best to maintain discipline and stay protected.”
“I agree with you, husband,” Skryvonna thought, sounding proud.
“Have it your own way then,” Mara scoffed.  “I didn’t want to see all those muscles glistening wet in the rain anyway.”
I stifled a chuckle as she scampered up to Sivan and struck up a quiet conversation.  Admittedly, the pair were appealing, half-naked and soaking wet, even if their bushy tails were comically water-logged.
The miles stretched out behind us as we kept up a brisk pace that would have made my old drill sergeant proud.  Staff Sergeant Williams had loved ruck marches more than any human should.  The conversation died down as we left gremlin territory and entered herd lands. 
Sivan had estimated that we needed to cover around thirty miles before we hit the border, and another few before reaching our destination.  Our pace would have been grueling for me, even during my army days.  With the enhanced stats provided by my bonds, it only felt like an invigorating stroll, even a few hours into the trek.  I assumed my companions’ classes or races gave them enough advantage to keep up comfortably. No one was even breathing heavily as we rapidly trudged across the sodden, blue grassland of herd territory, eschewing the occasional paths to make a beeline toward our objective. 
Though we were at a distance, the point at which the shattered buttes of the Spine became traditional mountains became visible on the horizon as the sun peeked through the rain clouds around mid-morning.  Sivan trotted ahead steadily, claiming to know the mountain we were headed for.
To kill time, I popped up my HUD light slate and checked over my new quests.
Quest:
Assist the tribes of Spine’s Edge in their war with Torm.
Rewards will be determined based on your level of involvement.
Quest: Diving and Delving
Run the Dungeon of Deepest Sorrow until you achieve a neutral standing with Torm
Quest: Playing the Rake:
Infiltrate the Empire of Torm and learn anything you can regarding the Empire’s conflict with the Spine’s Edge Tribal Alliance.
Rewards will be determined based on the quality and quantity of information you discover.
Quest: Breaker of Chains II:
Buy or otherwise free Spine’s Edge citizens from slavery.
Bonus:  Additional rewards will be awarded for freed persons from the Firetail Tribe.
Bonus: Additional rewards will be awarded for freeing slaves with information about Torm.
Quest: Regicide:
Kill Scott the Victorious, Emperor of Torm.
You have made a vow to kill a rival political leader.
Achieve your goal.
My eyebrows rose in surprise at the last one.  As far as I could tell, I’d given myself a quest, and the system had agreed enough to reinforce my goal in a tangible way.
“It is not too uncommon for players, Dear,” Skryvonna drawled.  “Quests and quest rewards are among the things that set players apart from everyone else.  Where anyone can run a dungeon and gain experience and loot, only a player can get a quest to do so.  The experience and items gained from quests make it nearly impossible for a native to gain power as fast as a player.”
“Makes sense,” I replied, absently rubbing new slash wounds on my shoulder at hearing the drider’s voice.  Our previous night together had been intense, violent, and exciting.  I still wasn’t sure if I hoped the effects of the abyss would wear off or if I should be planning another use of the Abyssal Step spell to further encourage the behavior.
“I’d caution against it, Husband,” Gill answered my musings.  “Not only for how dangerous your sex life with Vonna has become.  I was quite rude to Tilly and Tic when I decided I couldn’t wait another moment to have you in the baths.  I’m mortified at my own behavior.”
“I don’t notice anything different about me,” Gretch protested.
“Maybe not,” Gill allowed, “but I shouldn’t have allowed you to provoke me during the household meeting.”
“But it was fun,” Gretch giggled.  
“It was,” Gill agreed sweetly, “but it was also stupid.  We shouldn’t distract our husband when he’s attending to business.  We have guests and new additions in the household, and it could have reflected poorly on Andric if we’d been discovered.”
“Don’t hold back on my account,” I internally chuckled, though part of me agreed with Gill’s assessment. 
“I’ll be good,” Gretch muttered unhappily. 
“You are being good,” I soothed.  “It’s not out of character for you to try to entice Gill into being naughty in a room full of people, and you were very discreet about it.”
“I could have refused to play your game,” Gill agreed.  “I’ve just been unreasonably horny lately.”
“I am sorry for wounding you again,” Skryvonna added after silence fell for a few moments.
“It’s fine,” I replied sincerely, with a smile on my face.  “Now that we know you get a little aggressive in the bedroom, we’re prepared for it.  You hardly broke the skin with everyone else equipped.”
“It’s not like I mind watching,” Tic chimed in, though her amulet did absolutely nothing to help defend against Skryvonna’s talons.
“Me either,” Gretch agreed happily.  “It’s so hot to see you lose control like that.”
“I’d still prefer if you didn’t draw blood,” Gill growled.
Court, who was walking in front of me, suddenly went stock still, and her ears perked up.  Before I could discern what she was hearing, Sivan and Mara drew up and listened intently, as well.
“What is it?” I asked quietly while scanning the rolling hills of waist-high, blue grass all around us for trouble.
“Combat,” Sivan tersely answered while tilting her head side to side.
“I’ll check it out,” Court volunteered, her form going fuzzy as she activated an ability and streaked away from us to the east.
“How far?” I asked.
“Couple of miles,” Sivan shrugged, adjusting her pack as she started walking again.  “They are more or less in our path. No point in stopping yet.”
I’d have preferred to take cover until Court returned with a scouting report, but I didn’t feel strongly enough to make an issue of it. 
Sivan stopped and sank to her haunches before we crested the next hill after another quarter mile of travel. 
“We’ll wait here for your one-armed scout to return,” the grumpy Kitsune announced.
“Didn’t your mother teach you it’s impolite to point out other’s shortcomings?” Court’s dry voice asked from behind Sivan.
“It’s a fact, not an insult,” Sivan replied coolly, though she’d flinched hard when the pantherian spoke from so close. 
Court rose from the tall grass, eyeing Sivan unhappily, and gave her report.
“Looks like the centaurs have ambushed a Tormian slaver caravan,” Court spoke quickly.  “Maybe thirty centaurs against around forty soldiers.  They must have fucked up their ambush, because the Tormians had time to circle the wagons.”
“Let’s go even the odds,” I sighed while pushing myself to my feet.  “Hope it doesn’t lower my reputation too much more, but freeing slaves is a priority.”
“I thought your mission was to infiltrate Torm,” Sivan argued judgmentally.
“Stay here if you like,” Ceria purred, her tail wrapping around my thigh.  “My husband says we’re freeing the slaves… we’re freeing the slaves.  Just sit here and look pretty while we do all the work.”
“I didn’t say I wouldn’t help,” Sivan scowled.
“How far away are they?” I asked Court.
“Two hills over,” she replied. 
“We’ll ground our gear on the crest of the closest hill,” I decided.  “Let’s pick up the pace a bit, but don’t wear yourselves out.”
Minutes later, we lay on the crest of a hill, looking down at the strangest sight.  If not for the obvious differences, it could have been a scene right out of a Spaghetti Western. 
Centaurs circled the wagons while letting out whoops and cries.  Occasionally one would dart between the wagons and lay about with a weapon before charging out another gap.  The dead centaur bodies decorating the space in the center of the circle of wagons spoke to the lack of effectiveness of this tactic, though plenty of Tormian bodies joined them in the macabre tableaux.
Looking closer, I discovered several centaur corpses studding the nearby landscape outside the circled wagons as well. 
I briefly wondered why the centaurs weren’t using ranged weapons but realized that the caged slave wagons the Tormians were using for cover were loaded with prisoners.  The prisoners all huddled as close as they could to the wagon beds, but due to the wagons’ height, they were still in the line of fire if the centaurs tried ranged assaults. 
“Let’s get down there,” I grumbled, thinking up and discarding strategies as I strode down the hill.
One of the centaurs caught sight of us and yelled to his companions while gesturing our way.  The thundering herd peeled off their assault on the Tormian troops and galloped our way, weapons raised.
“Andric…” Sivan growled, her shoulder muscles sharply outlined beneath her bronze skin as she tensed up with worry.
“It’s fine,” I laughed, stepping in front of the grouchy kitsune druidess and raising my empty hands.  “I doubt they’ll attack before asking questions.  The five of us probably don’t seem too threatening to them.”
“What if they do?” Ceria asked curiously as the horde approached. 
“We’ll have to defend ourselves,” I sighed.  “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”
Further conversation was rendered impractical as the rumble of hoofbeats shook the ground beneath our feet.  Though I kept my hands in the air, I prepared to leap over the forerunners and felt my bonds’ willingness to aid if it came to a fight.
The foremost centaur, obviously a female, checked up at the last possible moment as the rest of the herd of warriors flowed around us.  I wasn’t an expert on horsemanship, but I suspected the maneuver wouldn’t have been possible for a mount and rider. 
“Who are you?” the warlike mare demanded, a massive spear poised to strike.
Her top clothing consisted of a poorly tanned leather bra and red warpaint around her eyes.  I noted with some surprise that leather barding fell skirt-like over her equine half, preserving her dignity there as well.  Beads held portions of her brown hair and tail in tight microbraids, enhancing her barbaric aura.
“I’m Andric Graven,” I answered pleasantly.  “We noticed you all having a party and figured you wouldn’t mind if we joined.”
“You’re Andric Graven?” she asked, skeptically eyeing me up and down.  While she was no massive Clydesdale like her Chief, the woman easily stood two feet taller than me, despite her roughly human-sized upper body. 
“That’s me,” I replied, smiling, carefully extending my right hand to offer a forearm clasp.
“Thought you’d be taller,” she grunted, lowering her spear and tossing it to her other hand to accept my gesture. 
Predictably, she tried to crush my forearm as soon as our arms locked.  Still smiling, I just shook my head and didn’t rise to the bait, keeping my grip firm but friendly.  The ropey muscles of her arm and shoulder bunched as she redoubled her efforts resulting in an almost pleasant constriction of my forearm but nothing close to pain.
Annoyance crossed the big mare’s face as she released my forearm.  “I guess you match the description I was given,” she muttered, glancing over her shoulder to the circled wagons at the base of the hill.  “You’re planning on helping us with this, huh?”
“That’s the plan,” I agreed, cautiously lowering my arms to my sides.   “They giving you trouble?”
“Fucking Tormians,” she growled with a very equine snort.  “They’re hiding behind the slaves, so we can’t use magic and arrows.”
“But they can,” I agreed, glancing again at the centaur bodies sprawled in the grass outside the wagon ring.
“They’re mostly out of pila, and there’s only a couple of archers,” the mare said, pawing the ground in apparent frustration.  “They got a few of us with pila volleys at the start.”
“Magic?” I asked. 
“We’ve exhausted their mages, I think.  They were keeping us out of the circle with barrier spells until half an hour ago.”
“What’s your name, by the way?” I asked politely, taking a moment to scan the massive wall of centaur flesh around us.  All the half-equine people wore scowls and red warpaint on their faces, but most had returned their attention to the circle of slave wagons.  Still, the sheer volume of horse warriors around us was intimidating, though I’d never admit it.
“Shory,” she answered shortly while prancing a bit to the side like a nervous horse.  “Why?”
“Mostly so I can stop thinking of you as just ‘the mare in charge,’” I chuckled before asking my next question to stay on topic.  “Why are only one or two jumping inside the wagon circle at a time?”
“They’re bunching up in the gaps,” Shory explained. “With enough feints, they get thin enough somewhere in the circle for a warrior to slip through and kill a few before dashing back out.”
Not bothering to point out that the getting out part wasn’t working so great, I peered past Shory to see that all the gaps between the wagons on our side were packed with Tormian troops in phalanx formations, spears bristling like a hedgehog. 
“So, you just need a gap in the lines big enough to pour into their camp and disrupt their formations,” I reasoned.
“In a perfect world,” she snorted.  “We’re winning as it is, though.”
It didn’t look like “winning” to me. They may be taking out one or two soldiers for every centaur casualty, but the group would be decimated if they kept using their current tactics.
“Besides, we sent someone for reinforcements,” Shory added.  “We’re mostly ensuring they don’t get bored enough to kill the prisoners and try to flee.”
“I don’t think they’d do that,” I mused, thinking about how futile it would be to try running from a herd of centaurs.  No, the Tormians were much better served by turtling up and hoping for assistance from their side of the border. 
“I can probably punch through a formation,” I conjectured, thinking aloud.  “The problem is getting there without being blasted to bits by whatever magic they have left.  I’d also need to know that the rest of you would be right behind me.”
“We can get you close,” Shory stated with absolute confidence.  “If you manage to smash a formation, then I suggest getting out of the way quickly because we’ll be right on your heels.  You humans don’t run very fast – no offense.”
“None taken,” I laughed, though I imagined I’d probably surprise her in a footrace with my bonds equipped.
“What about the rest of you?” Shory asked over my shoulder.
“I go where he goes,” Court immediately answered.
“Same,” Ceria echoed, her tail tapping my thigh.
“I’m nay a front liner, but I’ll assist if ya’ get me close,” Sivan growled, eyeing me unhappily. 
“I’ll stay with the main force if it’s all ta same,” Mara chimed in with a smirk.  “I’m not built to break shield walls.”
“I need you all to stay with the centaurs,” I ordered, turning my gaze on Court and Ceria.  “I have a plan, but I’ll need some space at the start.  You both know I’m not going to be alone.”
Both girls snarled at me, but neither argued openly.
“One of you is going to carry me close to the wagons, I assume?” I asked.
“I’ll do it myself,” Shory replied with a smirk.  “You seem awfully sure of yourself.”
“Yeah,” I muttered, not happy to be throwing myself at a shield wall of pseudo-Roman soldiers but confident my plan would work.  “When I jump off of you, veer away from me fast,” I instructed.
“I thought you wanted us on your heels,” Shory remarked, still smirking as if in playful challenge.
“I do, but I need a few seconds alone before you all charge in, or you might get caught in the blast.”
“I hadn’t heard you were a powerful mage,” she observed, her wildly beautiful face screwing up in confusion.  “I thought you were some kind of summoner-fighter hybrid.”
“Just trust me,” I said, answering her smirk with one of my own.  “Give me a few seconds before you send everyone in behind me.”
“I’d do as he says,” Ceria advised with a chuckle, having reasoned out at least some of my plan.  “If you don’t, you can’t hold my husband responsible for what happens to you.  He did just warn you.”
Shory’s wild mane of hair whipped back and forth as she looked between Ceria and me a few times before nodding.
“This is going to be fun!” Gretch enthused as Shory picked out ‘mounts’ for the rest of my companions before sidling up to me. 
“This is needlessly dangerous,” Skryvonna disagreed.
“Watch where you put your hands,” Shory warned as she began to kneel so I could climb on without the aid of stirrups.
“I’m fine,” I said, motioning for her not to bother kneeling.  I waited until her feet were firmly under her equine body before lightly leaping onto her back. 
She turned her human torso to regard me with suspicion, and I couldn’t help but notice the fine feminine lines of her body when she twisted to see me.  For the first time since coming to Tournion, I was conflicted on whether to be attracted to a woman.  Sure, her human half was as wildly beautiful as anyone, but I didn’t feel a shred of attraction for the rest of her.
“I think your plate is full enough that you don’t have to think too hard about it,” Tic groused. 
“Good point,” I thought as I bounced to my feet on Shory’s broad back.
“What are you doing?” Shory demanded, her brows drawing down. 
“I’m going to jump from your back,” I explained while a herd of centaurs started to shake out into a loose skirmish line.  “When I shout ‘now,’ brace yourself for the impact.  I won’t jump full strength, but I don’t want to injure you with the downforce.”
“Not likely,” Shory snorted at me. 
“I’m not joking,” I told the skeptical centaur, meeting her gaze directly.  “There will be a lot of downforce.  Don’t get caught surprised.”
Before I could suggest demonstrating to prove how serious I was, Shory nodded and began trotting for the entrenched Tormians.
“You should bed the centaur,” Gretch cheered as Shory picked up speed along with her herd.  “I think it’s a much better way to travel.”
“I’ll buy a horse,” I mentally snorted at the horny half-demon. 
A lone pilum streaked from the wagons, trailing glowing green light.  As if it were a signal, the entire herd pivoted left and piled on even more speed as the centaurs spaced out to form a circle around the clustered wagons.  Shory’s long hair and micro braids smacked me in the face as I concentrated on using every bit of my dexterity to remain crouching on her back. 
With each revolution, we inched closer to the small formations of bristling spears between the wagons.  I had a moment to wonder if this is what the Hunnic horse warriors experienced with their famed ‘wheel of death’ formations.  All too soon, the blurring carousel of death reached a distance that I felt I could safely leap without breaking Shory’s muscular back.
“NOW!” I shouted at the top of my lungs.  At the next drumbeat of hooves beneath me, I judged all four of Shory’s hoofs struck the ground before launching myself off her back.  I felt a hard swerve and spared enough of a glance to see that, though she’d stumbled and been pushed, the fierce mare had stayed on her feet.
Luckily, I timed my jump perfectly and soared directly at the large knot of soldiers I was aiming for.  At the apex of my leap, Gretch appeared in the air before me, her body coiled behind her Obsidian Eye shield.
I grabbed her waist and rode the hob-succubus down like a streamer behind a cannonball.  Ten feet from the spear tips, Gretch released a massive blast of her lust aura.
Though I was behind her and expecting it, the ability hit me like a giant’s fist to the groin, nearly causing me to lose focus entirely. 
Gretch disappeared back into my mind, and my shield reappeared on my arm milliseconds before I crashed into the suddenly wavering spears of the Tormian formation.  I just managed to focus enough to hide behind my shield before impact. 
My body slammed through two rows of spearmen before bouncing off the third row with a bone-rattling impact.  Never having a prayer of sticking the landing, I rolled with the fall as best I could, attempting to avoid breaking anything. 
Before I even stopped, the familiar roar of Gill’s spectral hyena sounded in my ears, and I caught gory glimpses of the massive predator’s work as I tumbled through a sea of armored legs.
The durability imparted to me by Vonna and Gretch served me well, as I was able to spring to my feet with all my limbs in working order. 
Vonna flashed into existence, her great war scythe whirling a complex pattern of death and giving me a momentarily clear pocket in the enemy ranks.  Gill appeared beside me the instant Vonna vanished, snarling and swinging her flanged mace, buying me precious seconds to orient myself. 
Spying the center of the wagon circle, I sprinted in that direction, equipping my icy fist blades and plunging them into disoriented soldiers as I dashed past.  Those that didn’t die were left with debilitating patches of frostbite where the blades kissed them.  
I hadn’t gotten far before the ground beneath my feet began to tremble.   I grinned fiercely, satisfied that Shory had kept her end of the plan as the herd charged in close on my heels. 
As fast as I was, centaur warriors swept past me on both sides, pushing the dazed Tormians before them as often as just trampling right over their stunned bodies.
Without Gretch to maintain her aura, the soldiers were beginning to reorient themselves after that monstrous lust blast, but it was far too late.  The herd thundered into the wagon ring virtually unopposed.  Every soldier and prisoner in the ring had eaten the full force of Gretch’s ability.  Even the formations between the other wagons had been significantly disrupted.  Only a few of the strongest-willed soldiers even managed to register that their defenses had been breached before the centaurs rolled over the dispersed formations from the rear and sides like an avalanche of horseflesh and stabbing spears. 
The big problem with a shield wall was that it was exceedingly difficult to reorient to face the enemy if they approached anywhere besides the front.  The dazed and disorganized Tormian troops didn’t stand a chance as the herd swept in from the sides and rear of their shaken and dispersed formations.
Sighing, I leaned against the nearest wagon as Ceria and Court approached me, both looking worried.
“I dislike not being able to stay with you,” Ceria announced when she was close enough to be heard over the screams and stamping hooves of the ongoing rout.  “I wish to be bound as soon as possible.”
Court just grimaced and turned away, taking up the mantle of the silent guard as if it was her birthright.
“It won’t be long now,” I promised, reaching out and taking Ceria’s hand to draw her into my side.
Ceria made a disgusted face at something over my shoulder, causing me to turn and look.  I groaned as I saw a couple of gremlins going at it like it was their honeymoon inside the caged wagon I’d been leaning against while the rest of the prisoners watched with slack-jawed fascination.  The gremlin woman was cute, but I’d have been thrilled to go the rest of my life without seeing a naked male gremlin.
“Gretch, can you do something?” I asked aloud while averting my eyes.
“Do you really think I
could make people less horny, Chief?” she replied, materializing and tapping a judgmental foot.
“Point taken,” I groaned, searching for Shory in the mass of horse warriors finishing off stragglers. 
“We need to get these people out of these cages and separated as soon as possible,” I shouted to the nearest cluster of centaurs.  “I don’t even know if those two like each other.”
“They’re married,” a female gremlin in the same cage shouted with a giggle, her hand hidden beneath her modest dress.  “Leave them be.”




Chapter 16 – The Dungeon of Deepest Sorrows

Flicking clumps of mud off my armor, I stood, surveying the corpses of Tormian troops scattered around me for signs of life.  Once I’d opened the door, the centaurs had really done a number on them.
“We’re watching them,” Gretch assured me.  “No one will surprise you; we have your back.”
“How very modern of you,” I chuckled internally at her phrasing while simultaneously pressing my deep appreciation for the sentiment through to all my bonds.
“I’ve been in your head so long, I’ve started thinking in your strange idioms, Chief,” Gretch giggled in response.
Looking up at the sound of approaching hoofbeats, I saw a grinning Shory approaching, followed by four male companions bearing the rest of my party.
Court vaulted off her mount and stomped up to me, her face a thunderhead.
“That was stupid,” she growled as she splashed through the mud pit the troops and centaurs had made of the wagon ring. “I can’t believe you threw yourself at a shield wall alone!”
“I wasn’t alone,” I protested, raising my hands in surrender.  “I couldn’t very well let Gretch release her powers while riding Shory.”
Tic burst out laughing in my mind and thought, “You certainly could have.”
“Not helping,” I thought-grumbled.
“I, for one, appreciate it,” Shory volunteered from over Court’s head while gesturing at the gremlin couple still going at it in the nearby wagon.  “Are you some kind of sex wizard or something?”
“No,” I sighed, “that was one of my bond’s doing.  Unorthodox, but very effective at disorganizing living opponents.”
“I was angry when you jumped off me so hard, but I’m glad it kept me out of… that,” the centaur warrior grumbled, wrinkling her nose.  The expression looked adorable on the muscular bronze woman.  Maybe it was the way it crinkled up the red war paint streaking her face.
“It’s not so bad to get caught in,” Ceria laughed, slogging through the mud to join Court.  “The kitty’s just mad he hasn’t pinned her down yet.”
“Shut up, lizard breath,” Court growled, miming a kick that sent mud from her boots spraying in Ceria’s direction.
“What’s the famed Andric Graven, Alpha of the Blackpaw Pack, and purveyor of spontaneous sex parties doing out here, anyway?” Shory asked, ignoring the bickering pair.
“You’re well informed,” I observed, my eyebrows shooting up.
“All of the Eastern Spine knows of you by now,” Shory snorted. “You can’t just wipe out one tribe and resurrect another without gaining notice.”
“I didn’t wipe out the crocs,” I argued before deciding to change the subject.  “Anyway, we’re heading to the Dungeon of Deepest Sorrows on a secret mission for the Fire Tails.”
“Well, I’m glad we were in your path,” Shory said, though her face fell as she surveyed the bloody wagon ring.  “Would have been better if you’d shown up earlier, though.”
I nodded, knowing she was upset about losing people, rather than blaming me for my late appearance.  The stalemate that had been in place when I’d arrived would have claimed many more centaur lives.
Mara and Sivan reluctantly joined my other companions on the muddy ground and trudged over. 
“That was nicely done,” Mara congratulated me enthusiastically.  Sivan just gave a nod, which coming from her, I took to be high praise.
“Once we get this mess sorted, we’ll give you a ride,” Shory declared, surprising me.
“I’d gladly accept,” I said.  “I always imagined centaurs would be averse to carrying riders.”
Shory let out another equine snort before answering with a question.  “If a tiny gremlin showed up and helped you in a fight, would you refuse to let her cling to your back for a couple of miles?” 
“I… er, nope.  I guess not,” I answered with a chuckle at the idea of giving Arentha a piggyback ride as we traveled. 
“Besides… you’re cute for a human,” Shory chuckled before dashing off towards where the few surviving Tormians were being rounded up.
Ceria laughed at my answering groan.
“Looks like they’ve found keys,” Court observed.
I followed her gaze to find a group of centaurs opening cages and popping collars. 
“They look like they know what they’re doing,” I agreed, selfishly glad not to have to involve myself in the cleanup.  I’d port these people to safety if I had to, but it would put us back to the start of our trek if I didn’t tag the dungeon’s bind point first.
I hoisted myself up on the running boards of the nearest wagon to get my boots out of the mud while I watched.
“Was that you who made everyone so randy that we couldn’t stand?” a voice asked from the wagon behind me.
“Pretty much,” I answered, glancing back to see the gremlin woman that had spoken to me earlier.  “Sorry about that, by the way,” I added sheepishly.
“It seems to have worked,” she said, waving a dismissive hand.  “I’d have been more upset if you called down hellfire to break up the Tormian formation and killed us all.”
“Looks like the centaurs are planning to take you back to Strider’s Peak,” I said, with a reassuring smile over my shoulder.  “Glad I was here to help.”
“I’ll be sure to let the Chief know you helped us out,” she said with a grin.
“You know who I am?” I asked in mild disbelief.
“Heard that big-breasted pony talkin’ to you,” the gremlin lady laughed.  “Your name is becoming quite popular in the Spine, Alpha Andric Graven.”
“Not sure how I feel about that,” I grunted, hopping off the wagon as the freeing crew approached.  “Either way, I’m glad the Herd intercepted this caravan before it reached Torm.”
“That makes two of us,” she chuckled, waving goodbye as I wandered deeper into the wagon circle.
“Ready to go?” Shory asked, galloping up and prancing sideways before coming to a stop.
“Thought you’d never ask,” I grinned.
“These boys will carry your companions,” Shory explained, waving to a quartet of male warriors behind her.
“Sounds good,” I agreed.  “What about the freed… people?”
“We’ll get them back to their tribes,” Shory assured me, waving a hand to indicate the remaining centaur warriors.
“Well, we’re ready when you are, I guess,” I replied, glad they had everything under control.
“Mount up,” Shory instructed, dancing sideways again so I had access to her back.  “And no jumping off me this time.  That hurt.”
Choosing not to point out the result of my leap, nor the warning I’d given to her before I’d done it, I grasped her barding and hopped up onto her back.  My companions leapt aboard their own ‘mounts,’ and we were off.
-------------------------------------------
The grassland blurred beneath us, and clods of mud sprayed behind the galloping centaurs as their hooves churned the soft ground.
“I do need to get a horse,” I mused, happy with the remarkable time we were making despite the pounding my ass and inner thighs were taking from essentially riding bareback at a gallop.
“Just seduce the titty pony and have her carry us around everywhere,” Gretch happily suggested.
“Seduction isn’t the answer to every problem,” Gill chuckled, and I was glad to hear her laughter again.  She’d been a bit on edge since our last visit to the Abyss. 
“It solves most of mine,” Gretch quipped.  I could almost see the nonchalant shrug in her mental voice.
“Andric might have less time for you if he had to worry about keeping the… titty pony happy,” Tic put in, demonstrating her determination to do her part in making my life a little easier, as she’d promised.
“I should probably figure out if she likes girls first…” Gretch mused.
“It would be much simpler to buy a young horse and give it to Purple,” Skryvonna thought dryly.  “Besides, if you paid attention, you would realize that our husband is not attracted to titty ponies.”
“Her top half is hot,” I observed mildly, more to annoy Vonna than to participate in the debate.
“Maybe she’d get a more humanoid form if you bonded with her,” Elyria pointed out helpfully. 
“Let’s not try to add wives just for the sake of convenience,” Gill decreed, though humor still tinged her voice.  “Besides, if Andric bonded Shory, she’d no longer have enough overworld time to be an effective mount.”
“I’m not bonding with, nor seducing Shory,” I added, killing the discussion, though it had been amusing while it lasted. 
“Her top half is hot, though,” Gretch grumbled, determined to get the last word.  “I bet you could bind her with a blow job.”
“That’s… huh,” I haltingly thought, realizing the idea had some merit. “I’ll keep that in mind if I ever absolutely need to bind a centaur.  For now, I’m not even considering it.  I’ve got all the wives I need.”
That earned me a varied swell of affection from each of my wives. 
I noticed a massive, six-legged bear creature standing on its hind legs to observe us in the distance as we thundered over the rolling foothills, but it didn’t pursue us.  Distracted by the local fauna, I scanned the horizon for more creatures and withdrew from the internal conversation about binding non-humanoids that my bonds continued.  I caught sight of a small herd of green elk as they bounded over a hilltop, fleeing the steady drumbeat of hooves that announced our presence. 
The mountain that denoted our objective went from a blurry, distant landmark on the horizon to a forested mountain in less than an hour.  My focus slipped more and more from the natural world to the almighty ache in my legs and ass as Shory tirelessly bore me onward. 
I wasn’t an expert on horses, but I seriously doubted that normal horses could maintain a gallop with a rider for such a long distance. 
“We’re in Torm,” Shory called over her shoulder.  “There don’t seem to be any patrols nearby, but I’d get to the dungeon as fast as you can.  We’ll let you off in the tree line.  The dungeon is halfway up the mountain.”
“Thanks!” I yelled back over the wind and hooves.  “We might not have made it tonight without your help.”
“Any time,” she replied, winking at me over her shoulder.
“Damn slutty titty pony,” Vonna grumbled to my great amusement.
Twenty minutes later, the group of centaurs slowed to a trot and stopped under a canopy of massive evergreen trees carpeting the mountain’s slopes. 
“I’ve never been there, but I’m pretty sure the dungeon is straight up,” Shory announced breathlessly, producing cloth from somewhere and mopping sweat from her face, neck, and the exposed tops of her large breasts. 
“We definitely appreciate the ride,” I grunted, trying to suppress a groan at the pain in my lower body as I hopped to the ground. 
“We’d better get back,” Shory said awkwardly.  “Still a lot to do to clean up that Tormian mess.  Be careful in the dungeon.”
I shot her a quick troll salute, fist over heart. 
With a small grin, she reared and wheeled before collecting her companions, cutting off the conversations and farewells among the centaurs and their riders.  In under ten seconds, they were streaking over the sparsely wooded foothills, back to their own territory.
“Interesting people,” Ceria observed, kicking out her legs, attempting to work out the aches and knots.
“I’m glad they shortened the journey, but I’m equally glad we aren’t running the dungeon today,” Court grumbled, awkwardly rubbing her backside with one hand.
“It would help if you didn’t all ride like sacks of grain,” Sivan snarked with her own lack of charm.
“I’m not even going to ask how you expect me to ride gracefully without a saddle, much less reins,” I groaned, though I doubted I’d ride much better with all the proper equipment.  Starfire was enough of a mount for me, even if she wasn’t ideal for fast, long-distance, inconspicuous travel.
“We should head up,” Sivan suggested, though it came off as a command.  “It’ll limber up your legs, and we don’t need to sit around in Tormian territory any longer than necessary.”
Though her tone was a little grating as she ‘ordered’ my people to move out, I agreed with her reasoning, so I simply nodded and followed her up the slope. 
We reached the Dungeon entrance about two hours later.  Though the undergrowth was sparse, the massive evergreen trees prevented anything like a straight ascent.   Their redwood-sized proportions turned the entire slope into a surreal nightscape of labyrinthine trunks. 
When we eventually broke through the tree line, we discovered Sivan had unerringly led us to our destination.  Twenty-foot-tall stone mermaids bracketed the elaborate cavemouth of the dungeon.  The dungeon’s name was etched across the top of the entrance in flowing script.  Most annoyingly, a path ran horizontally across the mountain, leading right to it.
I stepped onto the rocky dirt and glared down the at path as it blatantly taunted me with an easy and direct route to the dungeon.
“It appears to lead to the Tormian side of the mountain,” Gill observed helpfully.
“It’ll make it easy to find the nearest town once we’re done,” Elyria cheerfully joined in.
My companions filtered onto the path around me, staring up at the massive mermaids.  The left one was pretty cool, as it was female and obviously nude.  I could have done without the male merman on the right, though - no one needed to see an anatomically correct nude merman.
Court panted lightly, though everyone else seemed fresh, if wet and slightly miserable. 
“You okay, Court?” I asked. 
“Of course,” she growled, apparently angry at me for noticing she was winded.
Ignoring her irritation, I turned to Ceria, who was smiling while admiring the statues.  “You ready for me to send you back?”
“I suppose,” she sighed, her grin falling.  “You be safe in there, husband.  I can’t wait to see another dungeon tomorrow, but if I entered right now, the dungeon would likely see it as an invasion and send every creature it had against you on the first floor.”
Nodding, I pulled my sexy little kobold into a hug and soundly kissed her until we were both left breathless.  She opened her mouth to say something else as I pulled back, but I’d already keyed in the command to send her home on the heads-up light slate.
“I honestly don’t ken how you get anythin’ done,” Mara laughed as she walked by us to the dungeon entrance.
“She just wants you to do her, too,” Gretch taunted.
“Not everyone wants to sleep with me, Gretch,” I chuckled internally. 
“Whatever you say, Chief,” Gretch laughed as if I were the one who said something ridiculous.
Court seemed to have recovered her breath, so I joined the others at the entrance.
“You’re just tagging the bind point and going home today, right?” Sivan confirmed, looking a bit nervous. 
“Yeah,” I replied easily, taking a step forward and officially entering the dungeon.
An intricately carved walkway encircled a wide pool with a large rock jutting out the far side.  I could just make out the edges of the bind point runes behind the rock, but what grabbed my attention was the beautiful and slightly blue, naked woman lounging atop the rock. 
The woman smiled and waved, her breasts bouncing pleasantly, as the rest of my party joined me on the walkway.
“Siren,” Sivan warned quietly.
The woman began singing, as if that were her cue.  A haunting, wordless melody bounced off the cave’s walls and took my breath away with its beauty. 
We all just kind of stood there, dumbfounded, as notes of longing entered the song.  The woman knelt upright atop the rock and spread her arms invitingly. 
I couldn’t help but admire her sensuous figure.  Dark blue scales dusted pale blue skin.  Fins the color of midnight protruded from her elbows and bracketed her head like an elaborate headdress.  Her mouth seemed a touch too wide for her face, but that made her all the more exotic and was hardly a deal- breaker at this point.
The longing notes in her song grew more undulant as she reached out to us, wordlessly begging us to come to her.  Her complex voice dipped into a husky, sexy range, retaining all of its longing but adding a layer of lust. 
Clearly, she was attempting to seduce the entire group with her voice and appearance alone.  If I’d never met Gretch, it might have even worked… on me, at least.  Instead, I identified a sensation like a weak version of Gretch’s lust aura pulling on my mind and body.  It was almost cute. 
“I’ll get her, Chief,” Gretch thought with a disappointed sigh.  “Maybe we can keep her, and I can give the poor thing some pointers.  Just stand there and try to look like she’s got you whipped or whatever.”
“Sure,” I replied happily, glad for an excuse to unabashedly study the beautiful siren’s charms.
“You truly are an awful husband,” Skryvonna scolded, though her heart wasn’t in it.
“Only looking,” I mentally grumbled.
The siren’s luminous blue eyes widened when Gretch appeared, but serenity returned to her face when my hob-succubus just swayed to her ethereal song for a minute before hesitantly stepping in her direction as if in a daze.
“She shouldn’t,” Sivan whimpered. 
Glancing over, I had to suppress a grin when I saw that the grumpy kitsune really was ensnared by the siren’s song.  Court swayed and grinned, but her grin was the predatory smile of a cat with a mouse under its paw.  Mara shook her head violently, her brown eyes clearing up for a moment, only to go misty again before she could say anything.
Gretch steadily tottered forward, one hand outstretched before her.  I had to give her credit for great acting.  If I didn’t know better, I’d have thought she was blindly being drawn to her doom by the singing, which had ratcheted up the lust and longing twice over since Gretch had begun her journey to the walkway.
It now felt like being sideswiped by Gretch’s aura, but still leagues away from taking a full hit of it to the face.  I figured I’d be fine even if the alluring spell multiplied in strength a few more times.
“You do realize your intelligence is helping you resist just as much as constant exposure to Gretch’s powers,” Tic grumbled, sounding a bit put out.
“I didn’t, but thanks for the heads-up,” I answered, distracted by the scene playing out before me.
Still playing the ensnared victim, Gretch had nearly reached the singing beauty.  I had to remind myself to breathe as concern twisted my stomach. 
The siren reached her hand out to take Gretch’s as she drew near.
“Nice to meet ya. I’m Gretch,” my hob-succubus announced just as their hands touched, her voice clear as a bell and happy as a lark.
The siren’s eyes bugged out as she realized she’d been tricked, but it was far too late.
The beautiful song cut out with a harsh groan as if the singer had been kicked in the stomach.
Gretch snared the siren’s reaching hand, just the backlash of the pulse of lust she shoved into the poor thing hit me harder than the entirety of the siren’s song.
Sivan actually fell beside me, a desperate moan forcing its way through her lips.
The siren’s mouth opened unnaturally wide as she struggled to suck air into her lungs.
Gretch dragged the poor thing off her rock and trudged toward the group.
With an astounding force of will, the siren got out a single note, but another of Gretch’s lust blasts sideswiped me, and the note turned into an extended groan… which I had to admit sounded pretty damn sexy and musical on its own.
I couldn’t even imagine what the siren was going through as I was pretty sure Gretch was only transmitting her power through touch.  The overflow still affected me enough to have my teeth clenched.  Sivan, literally on her knees, struggled against a bare fraction of what Gretch had pumped directly into her victim.
Gretch grinned as she dragged the siren, writhing and flopping behind her like a sexy fish. 
“Here ya go, Chief,” she chirped, straining just a bit to slide the insensate siren to my feet like a cat presenting its master a prize.
“Her song really was pretty good,” Gretch mused.  “You should take her home.”
“Not this time,” I rasped, my mouth completely dry from the dueling lust abilities. 
“Kiss?” Gretch asked, her amethyst eyes gleaming as she looked up at me.
“Sure,” I grunted. 
She hit me like a goblin-shaped missile and promptly shoved her tongue down my throat.  The sensation of her tight body and slightly peppermint taste and smell nearly caused me to lose myself.
Gretch broke the kiss and leaned back, her legs wrapped around my waist.  “It really was a good song,” she mused again dreamily.
Before I could reply, Gretch vanished, leaving me standing awkwardly… again.
I slapped myself in the face hard enough to bruise before looking around.  The siren was still writhing and moaning incoherently, though musically, at my feet.  The others looked like they were waking from a dream, save Sivan, who was still nearly as insensate as the siren.  No additional threats appeared, so I checked the pool that dominated the room. 
My breath hitched at the view.  The water was beyond crystal clear, and the bottom was a loooong way down.  Fish darted around close to the surface, though larger creatures entered and exited the tunnel mouths deeper below. 
Were those fucking sharks?!
I could just make out something writhing at the very bottom.  Something tentacled and monstrous.  
“Keep an eye on Arial over there,” I said over my shoulder while jogging around the walkway toward the bind point. 
After gazing into the dungeon’s depths, I was suddenly much less eager to actually run… swim, the damn thing.  It took only moments to attune myself to the bind point, giving me a neutral portal location inside Torm’s borders.
Jogging back over to the group, I was glad to find Sivan back on her feet, though she looked a bit unstable, and rivulets of sweat trickled down her body.
The poor siren still hadn’t regained her wits, and her eyes rolled erratically as she writhed on the stone walkway.  Quiet grunts and moans still occasionally left her lips as she visibly struggled to get herself under control.
“I think you broke her,” I jokingly chastised Gretch.
“She’ll be fine in a few minutes, Chief… I think,” Gretch unhelpfully assured me, her mental voice dripping with self-satisfaction.
“What do we do with her?” Court asked, nudging the siren with a booted foot.
“See if we can make a deal,” I answered with an avaricious grin.
“Deal fast,” Court hissed, her eyes over my shoulders.
Three blue heads broke the glassy surface of the pool.  Two male sirens and another female, if I had to make an educated guess.  The female was just as beautiful as the one we’d captured, but the males looked more predatory to me, the angles of their faces much sharper.
Summoning my pick to hand, I held it over our captured siren and bellowed, “Don’t move!  Don’t sing!  I just want to talk to the dungeon.”
“Strike her down,” one of the males hissed in a sibilant voice.  “She’ll be back with us soon enough.”
The other male opened his mouth wide as if he were going to unleash a hell of a heavy metal yell, but I was completely unprepared for the sonic screech that followed.
My ears rang as if someone had fired a .50 cal beside my head, and my vision swam. 
The entire party flinched backward, most attempting to cover their ears.  Fighting the distortion of my senses, I saw our new dance partners gracefully leap from the water to land on the walkway. 
Skryvonna appeared before them in her war form, war-scythe and tail swinging.
I saw Court shriek and fall, though I couldn’t hear.  Looking for the problem, I saw the siren at my feet had wrapped a taloned hand around the panther-woman’s ankle and jerked her foot from beneath her.
Cursing, I made good on my threat and brained the pretty siren with my pick.  We hadn’t been planning on fighting, just tagging the bind point and hauling ass, but we were in combat now and weren’t going anywhere until it was over.
Surprisingly, Vonna was losing ground to the sirens.  They harried her with barbed harpoons, the length of their weapons allowing them to stay outside the jagged blade of her dark scythe.
Another sonic scream sent Vonna skittering backwards.  I felt the vibration of it in my bones but didn’t hear a damn thing. 
“Equip up!” I roared as I rushed forward, wishing I hadn’t wasted Gill’s spectral hyena earlier in the day.  As Vonna vanished into black smoke, Gretch appeared again.
The backwash of a titanic lust blast washed over me as she leveled her might at the three advancing sirens. 
They flinched for a moment but kept moving forward, their too-wide mouths stretching into lustful, but not insensate, grins.
“I may have made it worse, Chief,” she reported, vanishing back into my head. 
Her words
were the first thing I’d heard since that first shriek.
Court and Mara passed me on either side, breaking the fuzz from my mind and spurring me into action.
I fired abyssal bolas at each target in rapid succession before my allies managed to get in my line of fire.  The spell seemed wrong as the black and purple projectiles shot from my fingers without a sound. 
I hit one male center of his mass; his body ensnared and flung backwards into the pool.  The other two managed to dodge and lunged to meet my allies in combat.
Glowing green vines ripped from the stone walkway and snatched the female siren from the air.  Even as she fell, she whipped her arm forward and flung her harpoon with terrifying velocity. 
On instinct, I stepped to the side and intercepted the missile, my Gorgon’s Eye shield appearing just in time to block the hefty spear.
I glanced over my shoulder in time to receive a nod of thanks from a pale and distracted Sivan.
Glad I hadn’t let the druidess get skewered, I raced up the walkway to join the melee.  The remaining male whipped his unwieldy weapon around with blinding speed, blocking Mara and Court’s attacks but not managing to attempt any counterstrikes of his own.
I added my pick to the mix, and he faltered.
Court rolled her sword over a block and slid it cleanly into the siren’s side, finishing with a vicious twist.
I felt the impact of another sonic shriek in my bones as the dude flung himself backwards into the water.
The female was revealed, her body completely entwined in glowing vines, though from the movement of her lips, I could tell she was singing.  Apparently, she’d just been buffing the other guy because she stopped singing and glared at us in resignation shortly after her companion vanished.
I buried my pick in her chest without a second thought.  I needed to get my people the fuck out of there. Dealing with a prisoner would keep me in combat longer than I wanted.
Besides, I reasoned as I dragged Court and Mara back to Sivan, the sirens were dungeon creatures.  She’d be alive and happy to fight us again when we came back.
The lull allowed me to quickly check over my companions.  None bore any obvious wounds, but each had blood matting the hair beneath their animalistic ears.  I winced, wondering how much more the sonic weapons had damaged their more sensitive ears.
Sivan was injured the worst by far, having been more affected by the lust magic than the others before having her eardrums blasted out by that angular-faced asshole. 
I was going to enjoy killing him again.
Pulling up my HUD, I sighed in relief when I saw the “Teleport to Nexus” button shining a steady blue.  I guess if either of the two we’d knocked into the pool were still alive, they’d had enough fun for the day.
Making sure everyone was accounted for, I mentally hit the button.




Chapter 17 – Preparations

Elyria appeared and dashed off as soon as we arrived in the Nexus. 
“Gretch and I are going to stay equipped until you’ve recovered, Master,” Gill informed me as Vonna appeared and helped me to the great room. 
Over my shoulder, I saw Tic ushering the rest of the party in.  The sonic shrieks had done something unpleasant to my balance, and I wasn’t the only one judging from the hesitant steps of the others.
Ceria hurried up to me and asked something, her expression concerned, but it was as if someone had put life on mute.  Seeing her mouth move but not hearing anything caused my vertigo to spike even more.
Purple hurried into the room with Trenah hot on her heels.  Together, they got us onto couches.  Purple stepped before me and motioned to wait before dashing off toward her lab.
I considered just taking a healing potion from my bandoleer but decided to be patient.  Purple knew what she was doing.  Temporary deafness and disorientation wouldn’t hurt anyone now that we were home.
“She said she’d be right back to fix you up,” Gretch elaborated helpfully.
“I figured,” I replied, leaning back on the couch to wait.  One of the perks of having people live in my mind was that even if my ears didn’t work, I’d never be truly deaf. 
Purple rushed back in with a container of violet vials.  I took the one she offered and immediately downed it.  The concoction tasted almost like wine but burned like whisky going down.
While I was still coughing, my ears popped as if I’d rapidly descended from high altitude, and sound rushed back in to fill the cottony void caused by the absence of noise.
“That was… unpleasant,” I declared.
“Sorry, Chief,” Purple said, though she was smiling so wide her dimples positively cratered her lovely cheeks.  “I only recently attained the level necessary to craft these status recovery potions.  I haven’t even had a chance to test them yet.”
“I didn’t mean the potion,” I chuckled as my vertigo eased up, and I could focus again.  “That dungeon is shaping up to be a real motherfucker.”
Purple frowned and shook her head as if to deny the imagery of that idiom purchase in her mind.
“The dungeon was nothing like that last time,” Sivan grumbled, apparently having recovered her own hearing.  “There weren’t any monsters in the entry chamber, and the first floor only had predatory fish.”
“I wonder if the entire dungeon is harder or if we fucked up the rotation somehow,” I mused.
“It could have been my presence,” Ceria explained, looking sulky.  “I’m sure it could feel my approach, but I didn’t think it would do anything about it if I didn’t go inside.”
“We can’t know for sure,” I countered, waving off her concern.  “We’ll just have to approach the dungeon as if it’s going to be extremely difficult.  If it’s too much, I’ll cancel the run.  Chief Lastra may not be happy, but I’m not going to risk everyone’s lives for the possibility of spying on Torm.  Well, not more than a calculated risk, anyway.”
“Did the mean, old water dungeon give you trouble?” Tilly’s voice preceded her from the hallway.  She waltzed in with ethereal grace, her generous hips swaying as she put one foot directly in front of the other. 
I wasn’t completely sure, but she seemed to be a little more opaque than normal.  Though her body was as finely crafted as any other physically blessed young woman’s, the fact that she appeared to be made from clear water made it difficult to discern the fine details in most lighting.  Today, she was leaning slightly more towards a crystal blue.
“Hey, Tilly,” I greeted, realizing I was staring.  “Sorry for running off on you this morning.  We were just getting the bind point today.  I’ll set you up a room and free you now.”
“As long as I agree to help with the water dungeon, you mean?” she asked, her tone playful, but I suspected she didn’t find the situation amusing.
“Nope,” I sighed.  “I don’t even want to know what your capabilities are.  I just want your promise not to hurt anyone.  You can stay here, or I’ll take you wherever you want, when and if I get a chance.  I definitely wouldn’t mind if you wanted to help us, though.”
“You’re sweet,” she purred, sounding a lot more predatory than usual.  “I refuse to help you with the dungeon.”
“Fine,” I said, standing and grinning as vertigo didn’t immediately make me unstable on my feet.  “Let’s go set you up with a room.  I was going to head to Concertina tonight, but I’m beat and want to get an early start tomorrow.”
Cocking her head, Tilly asked, “That’s it?”
“Yep, unless you refuse to give your word not to hurt anyone here.  If that’s the case, I’ll take you to a stream near a plateau I know of and free you out there,” I said while walking down the hallway. 
Realizing that Tilly wasn’t following, I turned my head to find she had remained rooted to her spot, staring at me.
“You want a water room?” I asked.  “I’m actually kind of interested to see what the Nexus can generate for an aquatic person.”
“I’m waiting for you to change your mind,” Tilly stated, drawing herself up to her full height.  “I’m positive you’re just trying to bluff until I agree to help you with the dungeon.”
“Don’t hold your breath,” Gretch cackled, appearing and attaching herself to my side before turning to me.  “She’ll come find us eventually, Chief.  I wanna see what kind of water room the Nexus makes, too.  If Little Miss Splashy back there doesn’t want to agree not to hurt anyone, I’m sure Trenah wouldn’t mind a place to swim.”
“Good point,” I agreed, my mood instantly elevated by Gretch’s incorrigible perkiness.   By the time we found the nearest empty bedroom, Tilly had joined our little procession, along with most everyone else who’d been in the great room.
“I won’t,” Tilly announced emphatically from behind my shoulder.
“Won’t what?” I asked, distracted by the room options I’d popped up on my HUD light slate.
“Hurt anyone,” she clarified.
“Good, I’d hate to lock down the Nexus and suck all the water out of every room until you decided to be good,” I muttered, realizing that I’d have to enlarge the room before I could affect the changes I wanted.
“W-what!” Tilly stammered.  “You wouldn’t.”
I glanced over my shoulder and met the nymph’s mercurial gaze, giving her my full attention.
“I love most of the residents here, and I am very fond of the rest,” I explained.  “There is literally nothing I wouldn’t do to ensure their safety.”
“That’s… fair,” the nymph sighed.
“Good,” I said, mentally clicking the button to change the dimensions of the room. 
My over-the-shoulder audience gasped as the floor fell away a good twenty feet and the walls retracted to three times their original circumference.  I splurged another 600 exp to give the room natural sunlight before filling three-quarters of floor space with twenty feet of water and adding a beach to the remainder.  After a moment’s thought, I added a small, shallow portion for less adventurous swimmers who might want to enjoy the beach and sun.
“You wouldn’t mind if we came for a swim every now and then, would you?” I asked over my shoulder. 
“N-no,” Tilly breathed, her liquid eyes shining as she took in the outdoor beach scene. 
“Great!” I enthused, pulling her contract from its extradimensional pocket and reaching out a hand to Skryvonna, who stood near the back of the group.  “Mind giving me a little nip, love?”
Vonna’s four eyes widened a bit before a sultry smile spread on her lips, revealing her needle-sharp canines.  She enveloped my index finger in her warm mouth and gave it a few playful licks before carefully biting down on the pad. 
Her eyes rolled with apparent pleasure after the sting of her fangs, and she caught my wrist with her hands to prevent me from withdrawing my finger too quickly.
“I didn’t know you had such a taste for blood,” I teased, fighting through the sudden lust that surged in the pit of my stomach as she moaned in pleasure. 
She sighed and released my wrist, allowing me to pull my digit from her lips.
“I have not tasted blood in a very long time, Husband” she murmured, her voice low and sultry. 
“Why didn’t you tell me it was something you enjoyed?” I asked, raising an eyebrow and wondering why she hadn’t just licked some off me, as she’d certainly had the opportunity the last couple of times we’d been intimate.
“Most find it… distasteful,” she husked, her eyes heavily lidded and glimmering like polished obsidian.  “I can see it does not bother you.  We will discuss it later.”
Remembering why I’d asked to be bitten in the first place, I grinned sheepishly at our audience and smeared a bit of blood on the contract before ripping it in half with a flash of golden light. 
“You’re free,” I declared with a smile as everyone winced from the sudden bright light.
“I am?” Tilly asked, looking dazed, though she was one of the few who had seemed unaffected by the sudden glare of the contract being destroyed.  “I’m… free?”
I laughed and rested a hand on the smooth surface of her shoulder.  “You are, really.  You’re free to leave as soon as we find a spot where you’d like to stay.  Now, enjoy your new room while the rest of us try to figure out how to approach this water dungeon.”
“I wasn’t serious about not helping,” Tilly murmured.  “I guess I was testing you. I may not be quite as much help as you think, though.  I can control water, but I can’t form sharp edges hard enough to just slice through everything.”
“How did you defeat a bunch of hardened troll warriors?” I asked curiously.
“It’s easier to kill land dwellers,” she admitted, looking down.  “They can’t breathe water, so I just envelop their heads.”
“That’s… terrifying,” Ceria commented from behind the nymph.
“I swear not to harm anyone who lives here,” Tilly promised fervently.  “Is this really my room?”
She wandered onto the white, sandy beach that extended in a long crescent from the doorway to the back wall.
“It really is,” I agreed, stepping onto the white sands myself.  Even the air smelled like the ocean, and a soft breeze inexplicably blew in from the water.  “I’ll probably expand it after the dungeon, if for no reason other than making it a pleasant place for my wives and friends to relax.  Can’t do too much now because I’m going to need the experience points to level us all up before we try to take on those sirens again.”
“It’s delightful!” Tilly exclaimed.  “Can I go in the water?”
“It’s your room,” I chuckled.  “You can do anything you want in here, including kicking us all out.”
Ceria, Trenah, and Gill had tentatively entered the sunny room while we’d been talking. 
“Oh, no, I’d love the company,” Tilly gushed.  “Um… one more thing…”
“What’s that?” I prompted, turning to give the nymph my attention.
“Purple mentioned that you probably wouldn’t mind feeding me?” she nearly whispered.
“I suspect not, if it’s anything like the first time,” I answered, my tone going from light to serious as I noticed how distraught she seemed over the issue.  “Why don’t you tell me a little about how nymphs work?”
“Living fluids allow me to be more… present,” Tilly explained softly.  “Blood works, but it isn’t as fulfilling as sexual fluids.  Female sexual fluids are better than blood, but male semen is the most effective.  The Brandrs gave me blood once a week.”
“Why wouldn’t they give you the other?” I asked cautiously.  “It seemed like a pleasant experience to me.”
“When we… forcefully extract fluids in the overworld… we sometimes take too much,” she haltingly elaborated.  “To be fair, our… subject, is usually trying to kill us by then.  Nymphs also sometimes lure sailors with their beauty and, um, play with them until they run out of life essence.  Not many people trust us enough to feed us directly.”
“So, somewhere between a succubus and a vampire,” I observed thoughtfully.  “Do you use mind control magic to lure your prey when you do it the second way?  You’re a beautiful water woman, but I wouldn’t think that living water would be too successful at luring sailors off their boats, no offense.”
“I’m mostly starved,” Tilly grumbled.  “If I were to get enough life force, I’d be able to look much more like myself and less like a living water puddle.”
“Why didn’t you say so?” I demanded.  “I wouldn’t have let you starve if I’d known.”
“Purple fed me some, yesterday,” she demurred.  “I’m not terribly uncomfortable.”
“Ah, is that why you’re a little bluer today?” I asked, consciously restraining myself from asking exactly what ‘living fluids’ Purple had given her.
“Yes, you noticed,” Tilly replied with a happy smile.  “If I got enough life force, I could look like myself again, but I don’t expect you to give up that much.”
“Hrmm,” I hummed, thinking about it.  “So, male cum is the best, followed by girl cum, and lastly, blood?” I asked, wondering why female ejaculate would be considered a living fluid since its primary function was lubrication, not procreation.
“Um, yes… bluntly put,” she admitted, averting her eyes and looking across the water.
“How did you feed off me the first time?” I asked gently.  “It felt like an impossibly good blowjob to me.”
“Oh, I didn’t do that,” she laughed.  “I just used the water to give you pleasant sensations.”
“I’ve been wondering about that,” I chuckled.  “There definitely was no way that any woman could duplicate those sensations with their body.”
“I probably could if I were at full power,” Tilly disagreed coyly, looking back into my eyes.  “I can control the water in my body and shapeshift to a large degree.”
“Well,” I fumbled, clearing my throat.  “Two more questions.  Can you take life force from multiple creatures?  And does it take your… subjects time to recover?”
“Oh, yes, I could easily take the life energy of multiple people if they were willing.  It gets tricky when I have to hunt for my food,” she replied with a slight giggle.  “If I drank deeply enough, then my prey, um… subject… would probably need to eat a big meal and get a good night’s rest to fully recover.”
“Okay, we’ll see about getting you a buffet tonight,” I laughed.  “I’ll talk it over with my wives, but I think having you at full strength will help us, if you really intend to accompany us to the water dungeon.”
“If you’re willing to feed me well, I’ll accompany you anywhere,” she assured, her voice dropping into a purr.  “Especially if you are really willing to expand my room.”
“Um,” Trenah politely interrupted.  “Is it okay if I swim in your water, Tilly?”
“Sure!  If you don’t mind me joining you in a moment,” Tilly nearly cheered.  “I haven’t swum with anyone in so long.”
“Thanks,” Trenah beamed before taking off across the beach on her short, plump legs and diving into the water, transforming her movements into pure elegance and power. 
Where the Crocodilian woman moved a bit clumsily on land, her arms, legs, and tail propelled her through the water like a graceful, green missile.
“Glad she’s coming with us,” I murmured, enraptured by the sight of the athletic croc woman streaking around the pool.
“She’s very capable,” Tilly agreed before dashing to the water and diving in herself. 
The surface of the water seemed to reach up and grab her before she vanished without leaving behind so much as a ripple.  A darker blue shadow raced over to spin around the swimming croc with impossible speed. 
“Let’s let them play,” I chuckled, leading the growing crowd off the beach and back ‘indoors.’
“Are we going to feed the Nymph tonight?” Gretch asked, her violet eyes bright with anticipation.
“Probably,” I laughed, wrapping an arm around my insatiable little hob-succubus.  “We’ve got to talk to everyone about it, though.”
“I will feed her blood to ensure it is safe. Then you may equip me for greater durability,” Skryvonna declared haughtily, stepping into my other side so I could put my other arm around her hips as we made our way back into the great room.
“Sweet of you, darlin’,” I quipped, giving her athletic little waist an affectionate squeeze.  “I’m assuming you don’t object to me feeding her the conventional way?”
“No, she will be better able to keep you safe if she is at full strength,” Vonna said firmly.  “I doubt you would be able to convince Bo’urk’s little harem to feed her, and they are so small, anyway.”
“Bo’urk’s got a harem?” I sputtered.
“You’re so clueless sometimes, Husband,” Gill cackled from behind me.  “I think Arentha chose her two assistants based on looks more than skill.  If they aren’t his harem yet, then they will be soon.  Though, in this case, it may be more accurate to say that they’re in Arentha’s harem.”
“Huh… Well, I’m happy for little Urky, either way,” I laughed, using the pet name Arentha had given the stout gnork.   “Is everyone okay with a bit of fun in the baths involving Tilly?”
“I’d love to join,” Tic thought with a silky mental voice.  “But I know you won’t let me.  You’re going to have fun with the living water puddle even though she’s done nothing to help you and leave me high and dry.”
“I’m fine with you feeding Tilly,” Elyria answered my question, ignoring Tic’s theatrics. 
“I won’t irrevocably bind Tilly to me by feeding her,” I grumbled at Tic.  “You know my reasons as well as I do, I’m sure.”
“It’s fine,” Tic responded, a little snappy.  “Go have fun.”
I glanced at Gill for her input, but she was already nodding eagerly.  Skryvonna had already given her answer, and I knew Gretch’s opinion.  Glancing around, I found Ceria on a nearby couch.  The three who’d entered the dungeon with me were nowhere to be found, but Purple had accompanied us back into the great room.
“Where’d everyone go?” I asked Purple.
“To rinse the blood out of their hair, I imagine,” she replied with a smile.  “Others are in Tilly’s new room, and the engineers are working on something.”
I motioned for Ceria to join us, and she rose with a smile.  Sashaying up to me, she wrapped her tail around my torso as she sank down in my lap with a grin.
“You wanted me, lover?” she asked with a grin once her sexy little performance ended.
“I was making sure no one objected to us feeding Tilly,” I explained.
“Not as long as I can watch,” Ceria giggled.
“I think Gretch is rubbing off on you,” I chuckled in return.
“Hrmm… maybe,” the saucy kobold replied, her grin growing.  “She does rub me a lot, after all.  I’ll have to get you to check and see if she’s rubbed any green into me later.”
“Not what I meant, but I’d be delighted,” I managed.  “And you can participate if you want.  You don’t have to stop at watching.”
“What are we waiting for?” she asked innocently.  “Didn’t Tilly say she was nearly starved?”
“Yep, Gretch is definitely influencing you,” I said, standing with the slender kobold in my arms and giving her a playful swat on the ass after setting her on her feet.  “Go ask Tilly to meet us in the baths.”
“Yes… Master,” Ceria agreed, laughing and smirking while she said the title.  She shot down the hall before I could respond to her teasing.
“Elyria, would you clear the baths, love?” I thought.  “I’d send Gretch, but she’d probably lust bomb anyone there and convince them to help feed Tilly.”
“Of course, Sir,” the bunny girl giggled before appearing and shooting off down the hall. 
“We’ll give them a few minutes,” I said, putting an arm around Gill and giving her a squeeze. 
“What do you want to do while we wait, Master?” Gill purred.  Unlike Ceria, there wasn’t an ounce of teasing on the title.
“I did promise to punish a bad gnoll,” I mused, glancing around and seeing that Purple was the only non-wife in the room.  I hesitated, thinking about delaying, but figured the buxom troll might be dissuaded from her decision to become my mistress if she saw Gill get a spanking.  She really was too lovely of a woman to tie herself to me like that.  She could become a respected alchemist anywhere if she gave up her infatuation with me.
Looking over at Gill, I saw she wore an expectant smile as she waited for her punishment.
“Take off your pants and lay over my knees,” I ordered in my sternest voice for her and Purple’s benefit.
“Not that I’m trying to stop you,” Tic chimed in, “but I doubt this will have the effect on Purple you’re trying to achieve.”
By that time, Gill had stripped off her pants and gracefully bent over my legs, ass up, hands demurely tucked into the small of her back.  A black thong framed her muscular, gray ass as it proudly awaited its reward.
“This is new,” I murmured, snapping the lacy waistband of her lingerie.
“I know you like them,” Gill purred, rubbing her thick thighs together. 
“I want you to count and thank me after each swat,” I instructed.
Gill shivered in anticipation and answered, “Yes, Master!” as I rubbed her firm behind.
I raised my hand and paused, letting the anticipation build.  Every eye in the room was glued to my hand before I brought it down, hard. 
“Ahh! One! Thank you, Master!” Gill squealed, unmistakable delight in her voice.
Smack!
“Two! Thank you, Master!” she gasped.
I saw Purple’s wide eyes out of the corner of my own, and I was satisfied to see the shocked look.  Not that I didn’t desperately want to rail the impossibly voluptuous troll within an inch of her life, but I already had five wives, and Tic was slowly eroding my will to resist adding her to the group.  It would be unfair to Purple to become a concubine.  She was entirely too bright and beautiful not to find love and happiness in a less-crowded relationship.
Smack!
“Oooh! Three, Thank you…”
Smack!
“Ahhh!”
Smack!
“Five, thank…”
Smack!
“Oh, Gods!”
“Must be time to stop,” I chuckled. “You don’t seem able to keep up.”
“No… please,” Gill panted.  “Six, thank you, Master.  More, please!”
I rubbed her warm asscheeks, admiring the purple hue of her lightly bruised flesh.
“Only because you asked nicely, pet,” I murmured.
Smack! Smack!
“Seven, eight,” she panted.  “Thank you so much!”
“That’s enough, now,” I said, carefully rubbing the tender skin.  “Equip up so we can go feed the nymph.”
“Can I please stay out?” Gill begged.  “It’ll heal if I equip in the Nexus, and I won’t be able to feel it anymore.”
“Of course,” I assured her, gently raising her upper body to give her a kiss.
She tried to deepen the kiss, but I held back. 
“Get dressed,” I instructed with a grin. 
Checking Purple’s expression in the corner of my eye, I noted that her cheeks were violet with embarrassment, and her eyes were slightly glazed in shock.  Well, it may have been a little harsh, but that should tamp down her infatuation, I thought.
Tic burst out with unrestrained mental laughter in my mind. 
“What?” I asked, chagrinned.
“You’re so clueless sometimes, Andric,” she gasped.  “You think she’s shocked and embarrassed?  More like turned on and desperate to fuck.”
I stole another glance and realized that the beautiful troll’s huge breasts were straining her robe in time with her deep breaths, and I’d probably completely misread that blush and glazed expression.
“I’ll think of something else,” I mentally sighed.
“Sure, you will,” Tic responded, still cackling merrily.  “Just make sure I’m around when you do.  Gods, I can’t remember ever being so amused and turned on at the same time.  If you don’t want to bind her, at least fuck me, and she can watch.  I promise I’ll let you do things to me that would turn that innocent troll’s hair white.”
Mentally grumbling, I led my girls down the hall to the baths, assuming Elyria had cleared the area by now.  Gretch and Gill pressed close into me as we made the short trip, both girls looking at me with rapture in their eyes as their hands wandered over my body.
My annoyance at failing to dissuade Purple fell away with each step.  Really, it was impossible to be in a bad mood with any of my wives in my arms, especially considering what we had planned.
Ceria and Elyria flanked a beaming Tilly when we entered the baths.  The first two had already stripped, and Tilly never wore clothes, so the range of colors and sizes hit me like a lust blast from Gretch. 
My eyes tracked from Ceria’s petite red frame to Tilly’s medium, semitransparent blue, then over to Elyria’s white, voluptuous curves.
“You girls look stunning,” I breathed.
“Glad you approve, Sir,” Elyria tittered, her full, ice-blue lips curving up into a pleased smile. 
I grinned at the juxtaposition of her new, powerful body and her demure attitude. 
“You will have some of my blood first,” Skryvonna announced, stepping around me to stand before Tilly.  “I advise you to be careful.”
Tilly nodded, but from what I could read of her expression, she didn’t seem too intimidated.  Then again, we were in a room full of water, and we were air-breathing creatures.  Still, I think she underestimated the damage my wives could do even if their heads were suddenly encased in water. 
“Is it okay if I begin?” Tilly asked politely.
After Skryvonna’s nod, Tilly held her hands out, indicating Vonna should take them.  Maneuvering her tail so it had a clear angle to strike the nymph, she hesitantly took Tilly’s hands in her own so both their arms were bent horizontally at the elbow.
Rolling her eyes at the threatening display, Tilly smiled reassuringly as two tendrils of water rose from her wrists and snaked over to the drider’s inner arm.  Being sleek and muscular, the veins on Vonna’s wrists were easily visible, though she wasn’t as vascular as Gill.  The tiny tentacles of living water settled over a vein on each forearm, causing Vonna to flinch.
“Does it hurt?” I asked curiously.
“I’m quite fond of living,” Tilly answered before Vonna could.  “I assure you, she’ll feel no pain, but I haven’t started drawing forth her life force yet.”
“Wait,” Skryvonna interrupted.  “Why will I not feel pain when you open my veins?”
“I can secrete a mild neurotoxin which will make you feel a euphoric sensation rather than the prick of my teeth,” Tilly explained.
“No,” Skryvonna firmly replied.  “You will not be killed for a tiny prick of pain.  Do not take Andric’s words literally.  He will only order you killed if you maliciously injure someone he holds dear.  I insist you withhold your poison.”
“It’s not poison,” Tilly pouted as she looked questioningly over Vonna’s shoulder at me.
I nodded to confirm my wife’s words, and Tilly reluctantly nodded her concession.
The transparent, pale blue water tentacles joining the two women suddenly flushed deep purple as the drider’s lifeblood began pulsing through them.  Skryvonna didn’t so much as flinch.
“Does it not hurt?” Elyria asked, bending close to examine where the tendrils attached to her friend’s arm.
“It is mild,” Skryvonna replied.  “Nothing to be concerned about.”
Tilly gasped as the purple blush from her feeding tubes gradually passed through her body, defusing and darkening her blue complexion by a few shades.
“Your blood is so strong,” the Nymph gushed.
“I suspect so,” Skryvonna agreed with a pleased smile. 
“I should stop soon,” Tilly murmured, sounding happy but reluctant.
“Keep going for a bit longer,” Skryvonna insisted.  “I will eat a large meal of red meat and retire as soon as you are finished with everyone.”
Tilly just nodded and smiled dreamily as they stood staring at each other for a full minute. 
“Now you can stop,” Skryvonna announced. 
The nymph shook her head as if to wake herself and instantly detached her tentacles, withdrawing them into her wrists.
“Thank you! That was lovely,” Tilly enthused. 
“You must keep Andric safe tomorrow,” my drider stated offhandedly before turning to me.  “I will equip until you are done.  Please go by the kitchen before retiring for the night.  I intend to sleep in your temporal plane tonight.”
She disintegrated into black mist and joined Tic in my mind before I could respond.
“She’s intense, isn’t she,” Tilly laughed when she was gone.
“She cares very much for our husband,” Gill explained with a small smile.  “She can also still hear you.”
“You can take both kinds of fluid from me,” I volunteered.  “I’m assuming you won’t be opposed to my wives joining in?”
“Not at all,” Tilly answered happily.  “I recommend we all get into the water first, though.  It’ll be so much more fun for everyone.”
There was a splash behind me before she finished speaking.  I turned just in time to see Gretch’s smiling face emerge from the water. 
“Sounds good to me,” I shrugged.  “Just to be clear, though, you aren’t planning on having sex with me?  Kind of an insensitive question, I know, but sex with me could have strings attached.”
“I’ll only touch you with water,” Tilly grinned.  “You won’t be able to tell the difference, though.  Am I allowed to touch your mates?”
“I don’t mind if they don’t,” I chuckled.
“Woohoo,” Gretch cheered behind me while splashing about.  “He gave us a pass.”
“After you,” I laughed, willing my armor to a lounge chair near the water.
Tilly streaked by me, seeming to become a column of blue water as she plunged into the warm, Roman-style bath.  The room had two other pools– one freezing cold and the other scorching hot.  I briefly considered a steam and a cold plunge, but my eyes caught Gill stripping out of her outfit before they could reach the sauna, and the idea flitted away.
Ceria and Elyria ran their hands across my body on their way to the water, both smiling excitedly. 
I joined Gill in stripping off my clothing and gave her a content smile.
“You know you can lie with her and not bind her?” Gill asked with a mischievous smile.
“Yeah,” I admitted, “But I don’t want to sleep with anyone outside the family.  I’m spoiled enough for choice already.”
“As you wish… Master,” Gill teased as she lifted her shirt over her head, revealing her large, gravity-defying breasts and muscular torso.  She quickly removed her pants and panties while I was distracted by her breasts and scampered into the pool, laughing all the while.
Smirking at her still-marked ass, I followed and sank into the water with a content sigh.  A familiar tail wrapped around my thigh as Ceria wrapped herself around me and kissed my neck. 
“I wonder who will break whom,” she murmured into my ear, a grin in her voice.
Glancing up, I saw Gretch grappling with Tilly in the pool’s center.  The feisty little goblin had her tongue down Tilly’s throat and her legs wrapped around her waist. 
The dusky green and pale blue made for an erotic sight as Gretch mauled the poor nymph.  Suddenly Gretch let out a deep moan, and her violet eyes shot open to stare incredulously at Tilly.
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Tilly gasped.  “Is that not allowed?”
“It’s allowed, but if you’re going to use powers, so am I,” Gretch groaned as she delicately placed a slender, green index finger between the nymph’s eyes.
Tilly went cross-eyed, staring at the finger before she grunted, and her eyes rolled up into her head. 
I smirked and answered Ceria, “I don’t know, but it’s going to be fun to find out.”
Gill claimed my other side, wrapping an arm around my shoulders and trailing her hand down my abs as she watched the show. 
“They both look happy,” she observed a gentle smile on her lips.
“Well, Gretch is half-succubus, and Tilly’s a nymph,” I mused.  “Both creatures are said to be endlessly horny in my old world’s stories.”
“They did get something right,” Gill chuckled, her hand finally drifting down far enough to encircle my erect cock.  She lazily pumped it with a very delicate touch, careful not to cause discomfort by rubbing too hard in the water. 
Elyria drifted over and backed up against me, her green eyes sparkling with mischief. 
“Do you mind if I get you started, Sir?” she asked me, though she looked at the others with questioning eyes as well.
Rather than answering, I grabbed her wide beast-girl hips and pulled her plump ass into my crotch.  Laughing, Gill pulled her free hand from me in favor of teasing Elyria’s erect blue nipples.
“Mmmmm,” Elyria moaned, sliding her slick ass up and down my shaft, her buns having easily caught mew between them.  “Is it okay if I put it in?” she asked after a moment.
I crouched down, submerging myself up to the neck and pulling Elyria off her feet.  Gill took a breath and sank beneath the surface.  Moments later, I felt myself guided into the blissful heat of the bunny girl I was holding before me.
Water sex typically isn’t very comfortable due to the water washing away the natural lubricants, but Elyria was apparently horny enough for it not to matter. 
Gill reemerged, her mottled hair plastered to her head and a smile on her lips.  Elyria wrapped an arm around my neck and sighed in contentment, resting the back of her head against my other shoulder as I slowly bounced her up and down in my lap.
“They’re really going at it,” Ceria chuckled, her tight body still wrapped possessively around my left side. 
Glancing up, I grinned at the thrashing pair of women as they wrestled to bring the other more pleasure in the pool’s center.  They were locked into a passionate embrace, breasts squished together and arms tightly grasping each other.  That was hot enough, but the water around them was pulsating and rotating in ways that hurt the brain to try and analyze.  Judging from the moans and grunts, Gretch was unleashing into her new lover’s mouth; it wasn’t only the surface of the water that was moving. 
Not to be outdone, Gretch’s prehensile tail sawed and thrashed away, its tip somewhere between the embracing women.
“You’re so rich!” Tilly declared, pulling her lips away from Gretch to exclaim breathlessly.  “Gods, I could get full on your pussy juice alone!”
I chuckled at her lewd terminology after she’d been so clinical earlier describing her appetites. 
“Feels soooo good,” Elyria murmured. 
“I can make it feel even better,” Ceria declared with a chuckle as she unwound herself from my body.  She took a deep breath and sank under the surface, moving around in front of the gently writhing bunny girl.
A moment later, I felt her face brush against my balls as she put her forked tongue to work on my current partner.  Sighing in contentment, I continued slowly fucking my bunny princess and watching the show. 
“I’d kiss you, but I don’t want to block your view,” Gill murmured, having reclaimed the right side of my body. 
I shot my head over and claimed a quick kiss before turning back to the show with exaggerated speed, drawing a laugh from my Alpha wife. 
“You’re so bad.  I love you,” Gill declared, hugging me tighter, which had the happy effect of pressing her slick breasts and tight body even more firmly against me.
Gretch released a piercing wail and fell back into the water, her body spasming wildly.  I felt a moment of concern before the water itself cradled the hob-succubus and gently lifted her into the air above the surface, keeping her from inhaling any liquid.
Now a much more solid shade of blue, Tilly turned her predatory eyes toward us. 
“She did something to me,” she explained with a plaintive whine.  “I need…”
With a chuckle, Gill removed her free hand from Elyria’s straining breasts and held it out welcomingly to the nymph. 
“I’m going to punish her later,” Gill murmured through her smile.
Nodding in agreement, I watched Tilly slide through the water towards us, Gretch in tow inside her water construct.  Before she even reached us, Gill gasped and shuddered against me.  I didn’t get a chance to ask what was going on before I felt the sensation of several hot mouths devotedly licking and sucking my inner thighs and balls. 
Ceria surfaced and asked, “Hey, what’s… OH, GODS!”
I quickly scooped her up with my left arm and tucked her back into my side.
“That’s… ugh… fucking… g- gooood!” Gill moaned on my right.
Elyria’s tight tunnel went into spasms as she explosively came, her inner muscles contracting wildly on my shaft. 
“Get Elyria,” I grunted to Gill, remembering that I was supposed to give my load to the nymph.
“Mmm-hrmmm,” Gill agreed with another guttural moan.  She slipped her hands under the still cumming girl’s arms and lifted her off me before wrapping her in a tight embrace of her own.
The instant Elyria’s warmth left my cock, a mouth slid over it, burying me deep into a tight throat.
Gasping and looking down, I saw nothing but water around my jutting manhood. 
Another pair of lips took my head into a warm mouth even though I still felt lodged into a tight throat.  I held myself together until both phantom orifices began spinning around my cock in opposite directions. 
I came with a savage yell, squeezing all three of the thrashing women in my arms tightly as my world blew apart into powerful euphoric sensations.  A short time later, I looked up to find Tilly drawn into the squirming, panting mass Gill and Elyria had devolved into. 
Tilly’s expression looked blissed-out as she ensured the trembling woman in her arms stayed above water.  Looking to my left, I discovered a partially limp and very happy Ceria laying her head on my shoulder.
I thought things were winding down when Gretch popped up on her liquid palanquin and crowed, “Thanks for the recharge, Chief.  That water bitch isn’t going to win that easily!” before diving back into the bath.




Chapter 18 – Eye of Newt

I woke in a tangled pile of pleasantly soft female limbs and sighed in satisfaction at the now-familiar scenario.  Opening my eyes, I found my vision obscured by a veil of white hair.  Assuming Elyria lay asleep beside me, I pulled the lock away from my face with a grin.
Only… when I brought the hair a distance away, I realized it wasn’t the pure white of my snow bunny’s soft, straight mane.  The hair in my fist was an extremely curly, pale mass of aquamarine.  The events of the previous night slowly penetrated my sleepy mind, but the last I’d seen of Tilly, she’d still appeared to be composed of deep blue liquid. 
Following the hair to its source, I found a beautiful face resting on the pillow beside me.  Tilly had been opaque enough for me to clearly see her features before I’d passed out, so I recognized her at once.  The startling difference was that she appeared to be made of flesh and blood rather than living water.
Her previous ‘surface’ had been replaced with pale blue skin.  Her face appeared ethereally beautiful, surrounded by a mass of curls the color of sea foam. 
Apparently woken by my movements, Tilly opened her eyes.  The swirling blue-green orbs locked onto me, and I was instantly mesmerized by her otherworldly gaze.
“They said I was allowed to touch you,” Tilly whispered, being respectful of the bed full of sleeping, nude women.
Cocking my head to the side, I vaguely remembered that she’d been told not to touch me physically before the wildest pool orgy in history had kicked off.
“Touching me is fine,” I quietly replied.  “They just don’t want you to accidentally bind with me.  Not that I really think that’s possible.” 
“Oh,” the nymph replied, scrunching up her nose with a smile.  “So, you don’t mind that I fell asleep in here?”
“No, but what happened to you?” I asked, brushing away her question to ask some of my own.  “Don’t you have to be in the water?  Also, you look entirely different.”
“Oh, you’re both up,” Gill interrupted from my other side before leaning over me to steal a kiss.
“I’ll go make breakfast,” Elyria yawned, sitting up and stretching, the covers falling away from her full breasts to provide a tantalizing sight to wake up to.
“I’ll explain while you eat,” Tilly giggled musically, giving up on staying quiet.
Ten minutes later, morning rituals completed, Gill, Ceria, and Tilly followed me out to the breakfast nook in the great room.  Elyria peeled off to make breakfast, and Gretch had opted to join Tic and Skryvonna in my temporal plane to get some more sleep. 
“I like your new look,” Ceria complimented Tilly as we sat down at the table.
“Thanks!” Tilly beamed.  “Though, it’s not really a new look.  This is the real me, I guess you could say.  I was way too energy-deprived to properly form my body before.”
“That’s horrible,” Gill gasped.  “We’ll make sure you never starve again!”
“I don’t think I’ve ever been so full,” Tilly replied with a shy smile.  “You’re all so wonderful… and filling,” she added, her soft blue skin darkening with a blush.
“I certainly won’t complain,” I chuckled, remembering the impossible sensations the nymph was able to achieve with her manipulation of water.
Tilly shot me a grateful smile as Elyria bounced out of the kitchen, wearing a happy smile of her own and bearing a bowl of sliced fruits.
Ceria and I dug in with gusto as the rest of my wives made a show of enjoying small morsels.  They never had to worry about hunger since they got their sustenance magically, technically being spirits.
“I wonder if Tilly would need to feed if you bound her,” Tic commented innocently.
“Probably so,” Gretch supplied sleepily.  “I still get power from all the sex, and I’m bound.”
“That is surprisingly perceptive of you,” Skryvonna drawled, and I swore I made out affection in her light teasing.
Their side conversation reminded me of our primary mission this morning.
“Still sure you want to join us?” I asked my sexy kobold.  “I don’t mind just freeing you from the dungeon once we hold up our end of the bargain.  You could do whatever you want with your life.”
“What I want with my life is to continue having wild orgies and thrilling adventures with my new family,” Ceria gently admonished with her customary knowing smirk.  “Nothing else sounds remotely close to what I have here with all of you.”
“Awww,” Elyria cooed, getting up to fold the smaller woman into her bosom.  
“Okay, I surrender,” I chuckled.  “Just had to ask one last time,” I reassured Ceria. Gill stood to smother my newest wife with love and boobies, as well.
“So, you don’t need water now?” I asked Tilly, swapping my attention back to her.
“Oh, I still do,” Tilly chuckled.  “Gill showed me the small bath attached to your bedroom.  I just used the small tub in there to make it humid enough in your room before I fell asleep.  As full as I am, I could survive comfortably for a few days without water if it wasn’t too hot.  Here, in your home, I could probably exist for months without having to submerge myself if I had plenty to drink.”
“Just curious,” I admitted with a smile.  “Luckily, you don’t have to survive without submerging yourself at all.  I’d hate for the room I built for you to go to waste.”
“It wouldn’t go to waste,” Tilly argued, her delicate nose wrinkling as she grinned.  “Several of your people enjoy swimming and sunlight.”
“Fair point,” I chuckled, “but remember, it’s your room.  You can insist on privacy whenever you want.”
She muttered something that sounded suspiciously like, “I’d rather sleep with you,” under her breath but smiled in acknowledgment of my statement.
“We’re about to go collect a bunch of adventurous gremlins and deliver them to various places.  After that, we’re going to make a start on the water dungeon.  Do you want to come with us now or have us pick you up later, assuming you still want to run the dungeon with us?”
“I’d love to come now,” Tilly gushed.  “I’ve been stuck in the Brandr estate for so long.  Visiting anywhere sounds great.  And, of course, I’m coming with you to the dungeon.  Can’t allow my new favorite food to get killed…”
“Sounds good,” I said, pushing away from the table with a chuckle. 
The rest of my wives equipped, and I turned towards the portal room.  Before I could take a step, Court and Trenah strolled into the room. 
“You weren’t leaving without us, were you?” Court asked, a predatory smile playing at her cupid’s bow lips.
“Of course not,” I badly lied.  “I was just about to send someone to get you.”
“Sure, you were,” Trenah snorted good-naturedly.
“I definitely wouldn’t go to the dungeon without you,” I replied, sincerely this time.
Court’s eyes fell, and she kicked at the ground.
“What’s wrong?” I asked the usually stoic panther girl.
“You can only take four people with you to the dungeon,” she murmured, holding up the stump of her left forearm where it was attached to her modified targe shield.  “I must admit I’m not even in the top four best suited to help keep you safe underwater with just one arm.  I’ve given up my spot.” 
Frowning, I considered her bitter, but true, self-evaluation.
“Just like Trenah wasn’t suited to traveling rapidly overland,” I said gently with an apologetic glance the croc woman’s way.  “She’ll get a chance to shine when we clear the water dungeon, but you’re the best land scout I’ve ever met, regardless of how many hands you have.”
A reluctant smile threatened her gloomy expression before she managed to banish it, demanding, “So, what are we waiting for?  Aren’t the gremlins waiting on us?”
“Of course,” I replied, carefully keeping my face from showing any amusement.  “Let’s get a move on.”
I was pleased to find the gremlins waiting in formation when we arrived at the Firemont bind point.  General Zappta, standing at the head of the formation, nodded when he met my gaze.
Giving the diminutive general a hearty troll salute, I said, “Good to see you, General.  I hope you all haven’t been waiting long.”
“Just formed up,” Zappta assured me.  “What group would you like first?”
“I need to check in on Concertina Town, so I’ll take the ones that want to live in my new village first.”
“Concertina group… present!” Zappta bellowed in his surprisingly deep, loud voice.
The formation shifted as several squads broke ranks to reform before Zappta as the remainder filled in.
“Thought you said they weren’t soldiers?” I murmured, watching the complex bit of drill maneuvers.
“Never said they were undisciplined, though,” Zappta shot back.  “Discipline is critically important when dealing with large groups of gremlins.”
I felt a vague sense of foreboding at his words.  I was, after all, bringing a bit over a hundred of them to my fledgling town.
“Groups of twenty-five, just like last time,” I called out. 
The front few ranks moved onto the bind point, and General Zappta joined them.
“I want to see your town,” the general grunted in response to my inquisitive glance. 
Shrugging, I ported the group through my home to my town, which seemed backward when I thought about it.
“Welcome back, Chief,” a troll boy exclaimed, though his eyes were fixed on the gremlins behind me.  “I’ll run and get Jalil,” he continued, dashing off before I could get a word in.
Glancing around, I noted the streets were a bit cleaner, and people appeared to have been mingling in the square, though most were stopped and gawking at the platoon of gremlins behind me.  The impromptu eating tent had been upgraded and now bore a wooden sign with the words ‘Eating Tent’ neatly painted in red paint.  The smell of smoked meat wafted over me, and I nearly started over to see what was on the menu.
“Looks like you’ve got things in order here,” Zappta’s deep voice interrupted my thoughts.
“It’s mostly my people’s doing,” I answered, still distracted by the smell.
“Of course it is,” he drawled, "but people rarely do things efficiently without good leadership.”
“There you are,” Jalil’s voice called from behind. 
Looking over, I saw him and Grunell hurrying from the direction of the Chief’s longhouse.  Jalil looked tired, and Grunell had a black eye and favored his left arm as they trotted up.
“Everything ok?” I asked, worried.
Jalil hesitated, glancing at the group of gremlins milling on the bind point.
“New residents,” I explained.  “I’m giving them one of the villas. There are around seventy-five more on the way.”
Nodding, Jalil responded, “Everything is, more or less, fine here.  We had another group of around fifty gnolls come in from the ursine lands.  Their leader wanted to challenge you, but Grunell straightened him out.”
“Bent him up, more like,” Grunell chuckled.  “You’d probably have killed him on accident.  He’s got a couple of broken bones…”
“A couple,” Jalil snorted. 
“He didn’t know when to yield,” Grunell shrugged.
Pulling a potion from my bandoleer, I passed it to Jalil and said, “Make sure his bones are set and give him this, please.”
“Will do, Chief,” Jalil answered with a grin. 
“I’ll round up some people to escort the gremlins to their new home,” Grunell volunteered, trotting off without waiting for confirmation.
“I think he worships you,” Jalil chuckled.  “He was going easy on Grecko, that’s the leader of the ursine gnolls.  Anyway, the poor bastard made some choice remarks about you during the fight, and Grunell took it personally.  I’d be surprised if he ever walks without a limp, no matter how many potions we give him.”
“I’ll have Purple look at him,” I sighed.  “How is the rest of their group taking it?”
“They’re impressed as hell,” Jalil grunted.  “He was the strongest of them, and Grunell took him apart. Then while Greko was laying in the dirt, blubbering over his mangled legs, Grunell taunted him about how much worse it would have been if it were you.  I don’t think they’ll cause any trouble.”
“Well, I guess the leadership-by-strength thing has its upside,” I grumbled, not entirely sure how I felt about Grunell crippling someone on my behalf.  “Anyway, anything else I need to know about?”
“Aye, but the list is too long to go over in the square, and I can see you’re busy,” Jalil replied.  “Nothing that won’t keep until you get time.  I’m handling it.”
“Couldn’t do it without you, buddy,” I sighed, clapping the big gnoll on the shoulder. 
“No one ever said getting the pack together would be easy,” Jalil grinned, exposing his sharp canines.  “I’m just glad to be a part of it.”
“I’ll be taking you all to your new home soon,” Grunell called out, having returned with a few more warriors, both gnolls and trolls of mixed genders.  “You can all head over to the eating tent and get some smoked beef while you wait for Chief Andric to go get the rest of you.  No charge for a new resident’s first meal in Concertina Town.  Just make sure you don’t wander off until we can show you to your new homes.”
The milling gremlins descended on the eating tent like a hoard of locusts to the sound of General Zappta’s rumbling laughter.  
“You sure you have enough food for everyone?” he asked when his chuckles subsided.
“We slaughtered a bull yesterday morning,” Jalil answered.  “A troll couple kind of took over the eating tent.  The husband is a carpenter, and the wife is a cook.  They slapped together a smoker behind the place and have been smoking all that meat since last night.  The smell’s had me slobbering all day.”
“Go grab some yourself, then,” I chuckled.  “It does smell good.  I’d join you, but I have quite a few gremlins to deliver.”
“Chief’s orders,” Grunell grunted, giving Jalil’s shoulder a hearty smack on his way to the tent. 
“See you soon, Chief,” Jalil said with a grin and a salute before hurrying after Grunell.
“As good as that smells, we have quite a few people waiting on us,” General Zappta murmured through a frown.
“I’m sure we can pick some up for the road,” I assured the downhearted gremlin.
“I’ll get some packaged up and have it waiting on you when you get back,” Trenah volunteered. 
“Thanks,” I enthused as she sauntered by, trailing a hand over my upper arm in passing.
“Why haven’t we had her yet?” Gretch mentally grumbled.  “She looks fun.”
“So greedy!” I shot back.  “And after I gave you a pass with Tilly just last night.”
“Oh… I…, sorry, Chief,” she thought, sounding contrite.
“He’s just teasing you,” Tic laughed.  “It’s not like he didn’t have fun last night too.”
“Maybe he’ll split your pink ass in half next if you keep spoiling his fun like that,” Gill mock growled. 
“If that’s all it takes…” Tic murmured.
Muting the conversation, I briefly shook my head, returning myself to the present. 
“Let’s get the rest,” I heartily declared as I teleported us back.
Half an hour later, Grunell and his Cattle Guard were leading over a hundred gremlins to one of the outlying villages, and my stomach ached pleasantly from the massive portion of smoked brisket I’d put away.
“Tempted to stay, myself,” Zappta groaned, punctuating the comment with a burp and a pat on his belly. 
“I still can’t understand how a human is the Chief of a tribe of so many monster races,” Tilly murmured, her unruly mane of pale hair brushing her shoulders as she shook her head in bemusement.  “It just isn’t done.”
“That was amazing,” Trenah agreed with Zappta as she methodically sucked the grease from each finger.
 I couldn’t help but be interested in seeing her lips wrap around each slender, green digit.
“Quite a few sharp teeth behind those lips,” Skryvonna reminded me.
“If I were leery about sharp teeth, I’d never get a blowjob,” I chuckled internally.  “You girls seem able to control where your teeth go just fine.”
“Just make sure she’s bound first, so she’s compelled not to accidentally harm you, husband,” Gill sighed. “At this point, I don’t think I can live without you being fully functional.”
“We’re all addicted,” Gretch giggled.  “I’m not usually one to hold you back, Chief, but I agree with the Alpha bitch on this one.”
“I wasn’t actually considering it, and you all know it,” I grumbled, turning my attention back to General Zappta.
“Ready to see the dungeon?” I asked. 
“Sure, sure, lad,” he agreed.  “Been looking forward to it.”
Taking him at his word, I ported Zappta and my self-appointed bodyguards, Ceria and Tilly, back to Firemont to collect the first load of gremlins for the Dungeon of Kobold Delight.  Used to the procedure by now, the gremlins stood waiting in orderly rows of twenty-five, causing the connecting jump to proceed without a hitch.
When we arrived at the dungeon, we were greeted by a few goblins and kobolds standing at the ready.  They raised weapons but quickly realized who we were and asked us to wait for Grelda.
“I almost don’t believe it, even though I’m seeing it with my own two eyes,” General Zappta murmured. 
“I didn’t lie to you,” I assured him with a chuckle.
Nodding absently, Zappta wandered over to the entry room mobs and asked them about defenses.  The twenty-five pioneers behind us began murmuring and spread out to fill the entry chamber. I caught snatches of discussion about trap placement and other proposed fortifications.             
“You should probably warn the trolls about this, Husband,” Skryvonna thought, her mind already analyzing the diplomatic consequences of my actions.
“I need to hire a messenger,” I mentally grumbled while simultaneously projecting my gratitude for her attention to detail.
“Hire a few,” Tic piped up.  “You’re able to house lots of people now, aren’t you?”
“Good point,” I replied.
“Couldn’t you take more than twenty-five gremlins through, since you leveled up the nexus?” Elyria asked innocently.
Chagrinned that I’d forgotten about the nexus upgrades allowing more people through, I still shook my head after thinking about it for a few beats. 
“Probably best to stick with the smaller groups for organization’s sake, if nothing else,” I reasoned.
“There you are,” Grelda’s larger-than-life voice preceded her from the secret passage, interrupting my internal conversation.    
“Grelda,” I acknowledged with something between a bow and a nod in her direction.  “Everything going good here?”
“Oh, aye,” she agreed with a toothy smile as she prowled in my direction.  “It’s remarkable how easy it is to keep order when the dungeon has my back.”
“Glad it’s working out,” I replied, shooting her a grin of my own. 
The big woman didn’t stop approaching when she reached easy conversational distance, and Court stepped between us before I even registered her movement.
“I’m just giving him a hug, little pussy,” Grelda groaned and rolled her eyes, completely ignoring the spear point touching her throat.  The entry chamber went silent as every eye focused on the potential conflict.
“It’s fine, Court,” I soothed, placing a calming hand on the pantherian woman’s shoulder.  I don’t think Grelda has any reason to hurt me.” 
“Quite the opposite,” the massive croc lady readily agreed before casually knocking the spear away and stepping around my over-protective friend. 
Before anyone else could stop her, she swept me into the mother of all full-body hugs.  I’d probably have had every vertebra in my spine popped if it weren’t for Skryvonna’s protective layer of chitin armor.       
“If you ever tire of these delicate flowers and want to wrestle with someone who can take a pounding… I’ll show you exactly how grateful I am you saved half my tribe and me from that quagmire back in the Spine,” she hissed into my ear. 
Vonna surprised me by melting away my upper body armor before I could respond.  The pressure on my body became defined by muscular arms and pillowy breasts.  I realized that the woman was even using her tail to press me deeper into her embrace. 
Releasing me before I could draw a breath, Grelda spun and addressed the gremlins. 
“Welcome to the Dungeon of Kobold Delight,”
she enthused.  “It’s everything Ceria told you it would be and more.”
“Is there a name change in the works?”  one bold gremlin man asked.  “I see a lot more than just kobolds here.”
“I asked the same thing,” Grelda laughed with a friendly clap on the questioner’s back that nearly sent him sprawling.  “Unfortunately, the name can’t be changed.  It would be like trying to rename you after your naming day.”
“I suppose we could develop a brew and call it Kobold Delight,” another fast-thinking gremlin mused.  “The locals would associate the name with the drink then, right?”
“Or a weapon!” another interjected. 
Soon the entire chamber was buzzing with ideas to better fit the dungeon’s name to its people.
“Everyone, please follow these fine goblins for your initiation into the dungeon.” Grelda’s booming voice rang out over the din.  “You’ll have plenty of time to talk later.”
I took a moment to pull Court into a side hug and whispered, “Good looking out,” into her ear.  No sense in letting the devoted panther lady feel unappreciated, though I chafed at her ‘protection.’  It would certainly feel more comfortable for me to be the one stepping in front of her.  I wouldn’t be happy if I decided to help someone and they threw it back in my face, so the least I could do is show appreciation for the gesture. 
“At least you really appreciate my protection as well, Husband,” Skryvonna drawled as my armor flowed back up my torso, encasing me in hard chitin once again. 
“I also appreciate your restraint,” I remarked.
“Oh please, Husband,” she scoffed.  “I could literally feel your regret that you could not feel those ridiculous melons pressed against you.  I am not cruel… all the time.”
Smirking, I tuned back into my surroundings to see the last of the gremlins being led through the back passage.  Grelda and Zappta both wore expectant looks directed at me.
“Sorry, family discussion, what’d I miss?” I asked.
“There are other bind points deeper in the dungeon now,” Grelda patiently explained.  “I was asking if you would like to follow me to the deepest one so you can stop cluttering up the entryway every time you visit. 
“Oh, sure.  Sounds great,” I replied, nodding to the massive woman. 
“Follow,” she instructed, spinning and stalking off.  I couldn’t help but notice that she kept her tail to the side of her impressive glutes and put a bit of extra sway in her step.  The gauzy white robes she wore did little to impede my view or hinder my imagination.
“I think she likes you, lad,” Zappta faux-whispered as we fell in behind our guide.
“You think?” I chuckled.
Zappta winked and placed a finger beside his nose in some gesture I couldn’t read. 
We followed Grelda’s big, shapely ass through a series of secret passages and tunnels that led ever deeper into the dungeon.  Glowing moss and mushrooms gave way to luminous crystals as we progressed deeper and deeper. 
A familiar long tail wrapped around my thigh as Ceria fell into place beside me. 
“He’s grown so much,” she whispered.  “It’s so exciting!”
“Having second thoughts?” I asked curiously.
“Of course not,” she giggled, punctuating the statement with a play bite to my tricep, which was even height with her head. 
It took me a second to register the gesture as equal to an affectionate slap a human girl may give.  Shaking my head and smiling, I wrapped my arm around my newest wife’s shoulders and nestled her into my side as we continued through the maze of tunnels.
“All of this is because of what you did out there,” Ceria elaborated after a few moments of comfortable silence.  “As exciting as witnessing the changes here is, it’s even better to help cause them.  I will never regret my decision.”
“Good to know,” I replied, squeezing her tighter.  “I don’t know if I could bare losing you now.”
“Never,” she affirmed, her voice oozing satisfaction.
“We’re here,” Grelda announced.
Glancing up, I noted we’d entered a circular chamber dominated by a large bind point.  The runes lit the center of the chamber blue, pushing back against the vaguely purple lighting emitted from shimmering crystal formations around the perimeter. 
“Thanks, Grelda,” I said while disentangling myself from Ceria to claim the bind point. 
“Sure thing, Chief,” she grunted.  “After you bring the rest of the wee folk through, I’ll show you the croc living area.  I’m sure you’ll love it.”
“Maybe next time, Grelda,” Ceria objected with a knowing smirk.  “We still have a lot to do today.  I won’t keep him away from you, though.”
The two women shared a look that seemed to convey an entire conversation before Grelda nodded and smiled.  “You’d better get moving then.”
Five quick ports later, the rest of the gremlins who still wanted the limited immortality the dungeon offered were successfully delivered.
Ceria launched herself into my arms as soon as the last little guy rounded out of sight. 
“It’s done!” she cheered.  “I’m yours now, Master.”
“Umm… I’m glad,” I chuckled after catching the red missile.  “You know how I feel about that word, though.”
“Only in the bedroom,” Ceria sighed, rolling her gray eyes.  “You do know you’ll be my Master once I’m bound, though, right?”
“I… don’t see it that way,” I sighed.  “If I can ever find a way to undo the compulsion aspect of being a battlemaster, I’m doing it.”
“That’s fine for you,” my kobold chuckled, “but think of all the battlemasters who don’t have the same relationship with their Summons.  It would be chaos if their summons did whatever they wanted.” 
“Then they would deserve the chaos,” I replied coldly.  “Anyone who isn’t enough of a leader to gain the respect of their Summons doesn’t deserve the class.”
“As you say,” Ceria answered with a little shiver.  “Let’s finish the binding and celebrate with a more physical ritual.”
“As much as it pains me to say it, there is little time if you plan on getting any of the dungeon done today,” Gill reminded me before I could promise anything.
‘We may have to celebrate tonight,” I answered Ceria aloud, “but binding you to me for the rest of our lives is next on my list.”
General Zappta cleared his throat. 
“…Right after bringing the gremlins who got cold feet back home,” I amended regretfully.
The trip to return the hundred or so gremlins who’d gotten homesick to Farstrider Peak went smoothly, with General Zappta around to browbeat the portal guards into submission. 
“Return in a few days, if you would,” Zappta requested as we clasped forearms goodbye.  “I’d like to check on everyone.”
“Shouldn’t be a problem, General,” I replied with a troll salute.  “See you in a few days.  If I don’t show, I’m probably dead.”
“Take care of yourself and your house, Andric,” the General bid with gravitas, returning my salute with one of his own— fists together before his chest.
With that, I took us home. 
Everyone spilled out of my temporal plane on arrival, excited to welcome Ceria into their number.  Girlish giggles and ribald comments filled the air as I walked to the monitor I’d used to bind Elyria.
“Last chance to back out,” I said seriously, my hand hovering over the print on the light slate.
“Never,” Ceria replied, her pale eyes gleaming in the cool blue lights of the portal room.
You have initiated a bond with Ceria.
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.
“Put your hand on the other handprint, then,” I answered with an apprehensive smile.  “This may hurt… a lot.”
Shrugging, Ceria placed her hand on the adjacent print, her secretive smirk firmly in place.
Ceria the Kobold has agreed to become your permanent Summon.
Choose slot location.  Equipment locations available:
Weapon__        Armor__       Accessory__
I selected Armor and held my breath, inexplicably nervous.
What tier would you like to assign your new summon?
Gray/Common – 1 Soul gem
Green/Rare – 5 Soul gems
Superb/Blue – 10 Soul gems
You cannot afford a higher tier.
I selected Superb/Blue and waited for the expected scream, but it never came. 
Starting at her elbow and rapidly spreading over her entire left side, flecks of skin and scale turned to ash and drifted away.  Like Elyria before her, Ceria’s entire body flaked away before my eyes.  Throughout the process, the smirk never left her lips.
My heart ached at the pain it must have caused when even her sardonic smirk turned to dust.
“Aw, that’s sweet, Husband,” Ceria’s voice broke my chain of thought.  “It wasn’t that bad, though.”
“Are you okay, sweetie?” I asked, careful to keep the overwhelming concern I felt from my thoughts.
“More than okay,” she replied with a musical chuckle. 
Gretch, Gill, and Skryvonna vanished into my head, and the buzzing of a muted conversation quickly filled my mental space.
“What did you become?” I asked, starting to turn towards the nearest light slate.
“Don’t look,” Ceria laughed mischievously.  “It would spoil the fun.  I’m armor, like Skryvonna.  Summon me?”
Laughing at her precocious nature, I concentrated and summoned Ceria to my body. 
Unlike the familiar sensation of being encased in a ridged chitin exoskeleton, my torso was encased in delightfully soft leather.  I flung my shirt off to inspect the tight weave of fine, red scales that coated the exterior of the chest piece. 
Curious, I twisted my torso from side to side and watched in fascination as the armor twisted with me.  It was a bit like a medieval super suit from those big comic movies everyone loved so much back home. 
“Approve, Husband?”  Ceria asked.
“Of course,” I answered in awe.  “What does it do?” I asked, turning to look at the light slate once again.
“Uh-ah, no peeking,” Ceria giggled.  “You can look after you see what I’ve become.  Don’t you want to see me?”
“Of course,” I agreed, though my curiosity at the tactical properties of my new gear must have been evident, because all the women in my head laughed in delight at my straining will not to look at the slate.
The new scale armor vanished from my chest, leaving me bare-chested and confused when Ceria didn’t appear before me.
“Behind you… Master,” Ceria’s mocking voice floated over my shoulder. 
Spinning, my breath caught in my throat at what she’d become. 
Instead of my petite kobold, a woman-monster hybrid stared back at me, the only recognizable feature being the sardonic smirk plastered across her face.
A slender human torso grew from the neck of a pony-height red dragon body.  Though the height of a pony, the body was twice the length and patterned in scales of every shade of red.  I slowly recognized the scale designs that had graced my sexy little kobold moments ago. 
Tracking up the human-shaped portion of the torso, I conceded that it could be Ceria’s body, though completely covered in scales.   Her ice-gray eyes gleamed in amusement as I slowly took in the majestic, though alien, creature before me. 
“What are you?” I asked, exhaling a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.
“I’m a dragon newt,” she declared proudly, opening her scaled arms for an embrace. 
I hesitated and immediately felt guilty for it.  This was still Ceria.  It wasn’t her fault that she was only partially humanoid now.  I had done this to her.
Ceria abruptly burst out laughing and dropped her arms to her side. 
“You should see your face, Husband,” she gasped.  “I’m sorry, it was Gretch’s idea.  I think if I just…”
Suddenly, she… stepped out of her lower dragonoid body and onto the floor.  As she moved, the rest of her dissolved into red mist trailing behind her, much like Skryvonna emerging from her war body.  The scales covering her torso retracted into the sexy, swirling designs I was accustomed to.  The only lasting change was a bit of height and mass, and her horns had turned golden and twisted downward. 
“Miss me?” she asked impishly.
Rather than answer, I seized her, lifted her into the air, and kissed her with all the passion of my relief behind it.




Chapter 19 – Battlemaster

“You can look at the stats now, husband,” Ceria giggled when I finally released her.
“I would like to see as well,” Skryvonna’s cool voice broke in from behind me.
I felt a pang of worry that she might be jealous that Ceria occupied the exact same slot as her and made a mental note to discuss it with her privately when I got a chance.  Nodding in acknowledgment of her wishes, I turned to the light slate.
Name: Ceria Redtallon
Level:1 (75 exp until next level)                    Add exp
Race: Red Dragon Newt
Gender: Female
Age: 146
Strength: 10
Agility: 8
Endurance: 9
Aptitude: 6
Intelligence: 7
Wisdom: 7
Durability: 8
Resistance: 9
Luck: 3
Armor: Dragon Newt Scale
Category: Superb
Armor Type: Leather
Effect: +5 to Agility
+1 to Resistance
  +1 to Durability
Abilities:  Fire Breathing
Immunity to Flame
Adrenal Rush
Fire Breathing – You may breathe fire once per day.  The intensity of the flames is predicated on the level of your summon.
Immunity to Flame:  While this armor is equipped, you are immune to the effects of flame below the heat level of a red dragon’s breath.
Adrenal Rush:  You may activate Adrenal Rush for up to one minute per day.  During the effect of this ability, your movement speed and perception will increase to 1.5 times your normal ability score.
After silently processing the information for several minutes, I chuckled on the tenth read-through, noticing her age for the first time.
“You look awfully young to be such a cougar,” I quipped.
“I’m assuming this is one of your Earth euphemisms,” Ceria sighed.  “I’m not even sure I want to know what this one means.”
“In short, a cougar is an older woman who likes younger men,” I sighed myself, the bad joke made even worse for having to explain it. 
“How old are you?” Ceria asked, a ghost of her typical smirk shadowing her expression.  “I know you aren’t as young as you look.  You’re far too…”
“Mature,” I volunteered hopefully.
“Jaded… to be the youth you seem,” She finished, her eyes glinting with mischief.
“Fair,” I barked through a short laugh. “I was forty when I died and came to Tournion.  I’m not going to complain about getting this new body, though.  I don’t know if I could have kept up with you all in my old one.”
“I bet you would have managed,” Gretch murmured, gently gliding her claws over my naked chest.
“Or died trying,” I agreed, leaning down slightly to steal a kiss from the incorrigible hob-succubus.
“I’m glad we don’t have to find out which,” Gill laughed softly, her hand stroking my shoulder.
“You will age very slowly with the amount of durability you’ve amassed,” Tic piped up, having materialized to check the stats herself.  “Your cell division won’t slow at the same rate, and your telomeres won’t decay.  The likelihood of you getting something like cancer is basically zero as well.”
“What the hells did she just say?” Gretch asked, breaking the brief silence that followed Tic’s statement.
“I’m pretty sure she just said my body is going to remain in its early twenties for the next twenty years or so?” I hesitantly answered.
“Probably more like the next fifty at your current level, though. I don’t see your level progression slowing any time soon.  It’s far more likely you’ll be killed before you notice any appreciable signs of aging,” Tic answered in a matter-of-fact tone.
“Speaking of levels,” I interjected before allowing myself to dwell on the likelihood of my impending violent death.  “Let’s catch you up, my little dragon nymph.”
“Newt,” Ceria protested.
I just shot her a wink before turning back to the light slate and dumping 33,600 experience points into her levels, bringing her to level ten. 
The dungeon had seemed difficult, and I didn’t want to die with unspent experience in the bank.  My desire to keep my perceived level low to decrease the difficulty of the ‘random location’ was becoming less and less of a concern as it became clear that I would be here for some time. 
“Oh, Gods!” Ceria moaned, leaning heavily into my side and squeezing my waist tightly with her tail.  “That was a rush.”
“Let’s see what it did,” I said with a grin while studying the values on the light slate.

Name: Ceria Redtallon
Level:10 (38,400 exp until next level)                    Add exp
Race: Red Dragon Newt
Gender: Female
Age: 146
Strength: 19
Agility: 19
Endurance: 15
Aptitude: 12
Intelligence: 11
Wisdom: 12
Durability: 18
Resistance: 16
Luck: 5
Armor: Dragon Newt Scale
Category: Superb
Armor Type: Leather
Effect: +11 to Agility
+2 to Resistance
  +3 to Durability
Abilities:  Fire Breathing
Immunity to Flame
Adrenal Rush
I immediately noted that she provided far less durability and magic resistance than Skryvonna, but balanced it with an insane agility boost.  If I paired her armor with Elyria’s fist blades, I would have a total of 25 agility.  If I understood correctly, the adrenal rush ability would give me sixty seconds of around 37 agility per day. I couldn’t even begin to imagine what that would feel like. 
“You should train with her equipped before we enter the dungeon,” Skryvonna intoned, pragmatic as always.
“Yeah,” I agreed.  “I should activate the abilities as well.  I’m not terribly concerned about wasting the fire breath before entering the water dungeon, but I want to test if I can only use parts of the adrenal rush skill at a time or if it locks me into the full minute.”
“What are we waiting for?” Ceria asked, her smirk blossoming into a full toothy smile of anticipation.
“I need to spend more experience,” I chuckled, turning back to the light slate once more.
“I’ll wait in your head,” Ceria replied.  “It’s interesting to hear your thoughts.”
Total EXP: 39,400
The rest of my summons were level seven and required 4,800 exp each to level up to eight, leaving me with 20k and some change exp remaining.  I decided to hold on to that for emergencies before pulling up the rest of the stat sheets and noting the small increases to buffs they all gave.  Amusingly, Elyria’s fist blades had gained a point of strength, while Gill’s war pick had ticked up in agility.  Gretch’s shield added a point of durability, while Tic’s necklace gained a point of intelligence, though I wasn’t quite as sure how to quantify the usefulness of greater intellect.
“Thanks for the boost, Love,” Tic purred, having returned to my mind as the room filled with grunts and moans from the rest of my wives.  “You’re about to see exactly how important intellect is.   I suggest you fetch Purple before training with your new armor.”
“Why?” I thought, perplexed.  “I’m not likely to get injured swinging at target dummies.”
“Trust me,” Tic scolded, her mental voice still carrying some lethargy from the sensation of leveling up.
“I’ll get her,” Elyria announced, before appearing in the slight space between me and the light slate and pulling me in for a passionate kiss.
“Better safe than sorry, as you always think,” she giggled, breaking the kiss and streaking off in search of our purple troll alchemist.
“What was that about?” Gill asked from behind me.
“Tic seems to think that Purple should be around before I try out Ceria’s armor.
“I hope I don’t cause trouble,” Ceria thought, sounding worried.
“I think I have an idea what she’s concerned about,” I replied aloud to clue everyone in.  “I think the speed may be more than my body can currently handle.”              
“Very good!” Tic thought, sounding genuinely proud that I’d puzzled it out.
“Let’s go see how fast 37 agility makes me,” I announced, putting my arms around Gretch, Gill, and Vonna and turning us all toward the door.
Trenah, Court, and Tilly stood before us, their faces all showing various degrees of shock and interest.  I’d been so wrapped up in officially adding Ceria to the group and leveling everyone, that I’d completely forgotten they were in the room.
“You just…” Tilly stammered.  “And you rule a…”
The water nymph had been absolutely quiet and stayed in the background while I’d run my errands.  I hadn’t paused to consider how she perceived the various locations we’d visited.
“It’s not that impressive,” Court muttered.
“Of course, it is,” Trenah laughed, breaking from the other two and giving me a short bow.  “Would it be okay if we witnessed your training, sir?” she asked.
“I mean, yea…” I replied, a little taken aback by her sincere respect and admiration. “It’s no big deal.”
Tilly was still gaping as Court quietly fumed, so I just smiled at all three and motioned to the door. 
“She’ll be petitioning to join the family as soon as she can talk again,” Gretch giggled as we all trooped out of the portal room.
“Shush,” Gill admonished, lightly swatting Gretch’s plump, thong-clad ass as we walked.  “She can make her own decisions without your input, slut.”
“You love me,” Gretch sighed dramatically.  
I turned my face away in mild embarrassment only to catch Skryvonna’s exaggerated eye roll.  Her solid onyx eyes didn’t give away the motion, but I recognized the head movement.
 Suddenly a small voice yelled, “Weeeeee!” before a giant rat turned a corner ahead of us and charged the group.  Gretch and Ceria leapt before the group raising shields while everyone else raised weapons.
The rat’s eyes widened, and its paws slipped and scratched along the marble floor before it managed to slide to a halt directly in front of us.
“Sorry!” The same voice piped up. 
For a moment, I thought the rat had spoken, but it slowly dawned on me that a saddle harness adorned the rat’s torso.  It was sitting up straight, so I couldn’t see the rider. Stepping around the rat that managed to look chagrined to have almost scattered our group like bowling pins, I found one of the two new gremlins astride a strange saddle hanging precariously off the giant rodent’s back. 
“I’m sorry, I forgot your name,” I admitted after we eyed each other for a few seconds mute seconds.
“Ramie, Sir,” she answered with a cringe.
“You’re not in trouble,” I laughed, raising a placating hand. 
“Oh, good,” she gushed.  “Urky told me not to get in anyone’s way, but Hela needs to get her exercise, so I was letting her get the zoomies out of her system.  I didn’t expect anyone to be in the halls.”
Hela nodded and dropped back down to all fours.  The saddle rotated with her movement keeping the gremlin rider on a vertical plain.
“Is that a gimbal… and shocks?” I asked, taking a closer look at the skeletal machinery beneath the saddle’s seat. 
“Oh yes!” Ramie chirped, instantly excited.  “Arentha’s a genius.  She figured out how to make it all work without overloading the rats.  All she had to do is…”
“Wait, wait,” I chuckled again, holding my hand up in surrender this time.  “I’m pretty sure I won’t understand whatever explanation you’re about to give me.  I’m going to have to check in on you guys and see if this can be mass-produced, though…” I trailed off, thinking about how awesome it would be to have gremlin cavalry astride giant rats for my town’s army. 
“I’ll let them know to expect you,” Ramie squeaked, subdued again now that we were no longer talking about mechanics. 
Reaching out, I scratched the rat’s soft ear and noticed the intelligent hazel eyes calmly observing me. 
“Wait… Hela?  You’re the one who was looking after Starfire, weren’t you?” I asked. 
Hela nodded vigorously and did an adorable little bow. 
“Is Starfire doing good?”
Hela nodded again, along with some chitters. 
Grinning at having a conversation with a rodent, I moved aside. 
“Maybe confine the zoomies to the stables in the future,” I suggested.
“Yes, sir,” Ramie responded, pressing her fists together in a gremlin salute as Hela trundled off. 
“Gremlins are weird,” Court muttered, once the mounted engineer disappeared into the great room.
“Gremlins are awesome,” I corrected.  “And so is Purple.  Unless I’m very much mistaken, you just saw the prototype of an all-terrain gremlin cavalry.  If those intelligent rats can be persuaded to follow orders…” I trailed off, scenes of mounted gremlins making calvary charges down nearly vertical cliffs into unsuspecting ranks of Tormian troops filling my head.
“Chief?” Gretch asked about a minute later, snapping me out of my introspection.
“Training… right!” I grinned, my mood even further elevated by the odd encounter.
Purple and Elyria awaited us inside the dojo.  Still riding high on my plans for rat-gremlin calvary, I bear-hugged Purple as soon as I saw her.  Though she looked confused, she grinned a dimpled grin and hugged me back.  Her preposterously large breasts nearly reached my chin as I sank into the luxurious flesh. 
“I’m not complaining, but what was that for?” she chuckled when I released her.
“We just passed Ramie and Hela in the hall,” I explained.  “I’m excited about the potential there.”
“If you really want to thank me…” she trailed off, her dimpled grin darkening in a blush at her own words.
Some of my recent misgivings started coming back into my mind, but Tic thought before I could say anything.
“Don’t you fucking dare!” she mentally shrieked, causing me to wince.  “I may not be the best person to tell you since you don’t trust my motives, but I’m not about to let you break the poor woman’s heart.  That troll worships the ground you walk on.  She isn’t settling because of lack of options.  She’s been an outsider her whole life and finally feels like she belongs here with you and your family.  All your wives have already approved her.  If you turn her down now after all the flirting you’ve already done, she may never recover.”
“I love you, husband,” Ceria added, speaking in my mind, “But sometimes you’re a complete dunce.  At least kiss the girl.  I feel how much you like her, and no one is against it.”
Flushing a bit at being called out and under the eyes of so many women, I reached up and placed my hands on either side of Purple’s head.
Her pink eyes widened as I gently pulled her down to kissing range.  She closed the inch I’d left between us and kissed me hard, her arms going around me.  Her tusks made it a bit awkward, but after a moment, I began enjoying the game of trying to properly kiss between the hard bars of her tusks.  The pleasant heat of her mouth and tongue seemed an even greater reward after the slight difficulty of penetrating her natural defenses.
After a moment, Purple pulled back, giggling and touching her own lips with her fingers.
“What?” I asked, curious.
“Trolls don’t kiss,” she explained, her face still flushed deep lavender. 
“Well, I have to train a bit and visit the water dungeon,” I explained.  “I hope the kiss is reward enough for now?”
“You mean?” Purple asked, her eyes flicking from my face to my wives.
“We don’t know what even took him so long,” Gretch grumbled. 
“Oh, of course.” The blushing troll finally stammered, her fingers still lightly caressing her full lower lip.  “A kiss is great… for now.”
Determined not to second guess my decision now, I smiled and squeezed her ample hips, repeating, “for now,” before turning my attention to the man-sized practice pell.
“Everyone equip up, please,” I asked.
Once everyone was aboard, I equipped my standard loadout of Gretch, Gill, Skryvonna, and Tic.
“Wonder where your armor is, Ceria,” I mused.
“It will appear if you think to equip it,” Skryvonna replied.
I quickly shifted back and forth between Ceria’s leather armor and Skryvonna’s chitin a few times, marveling at the differences I felt.  Not only the texture and weight of the armor but the physiological differences that came with each set.
“Elyria’s fist blades stay on my person when she isn’t equipped, but the armor just vanishes,” I observed.
“You’re doing that,” Tic replied.  “Just will them away.”
I tried it and chuckled when they vanished from the small of my back, only to reappear when I wanted them. 
Done fooling around, I equipped my standard loadout again and checked my stats on my HUD light slate.
Name: Andric Graven
Effective lvl: 26
Race: Human
Gender: Male
Age: 20
Strength: 5 (15)
Agility: 4 (14)
Endurance: 4 (8)
Aptitude: 3 (8)
Intelligence: 5 (12)
Wisdom: 3 (7)
Luck: 4
Durability: 2 (18)
Resistance: 2 (16)
Weapon slots: 2/4
Armor slots: 3/3
Accessory slots:1/2
Abilities: Azrael’s Bola, Infernal Step, Crushing Blow, Spectral Bite, Tar Blast, Gorgan’s Sight, Spectral Defense, Shadow Meld, Poison Sting
I felt solid and strong, especially considering my base human durability and magic resistance was a whopping two.  I reflected on the fight with the hulking gnoll, Grunell.  Even with only my armor ‘equipped,’ I’d eaten good punches from that monster and shrugged them off.  Punches directly to my unguarded face.  Without my buffs, my face would have been smashed like a watermelon.
I grimaced at my perceived level, not feeling like I’d progressed enough to be labeled so high.  If I ever did use the ‘random location’ button now, I’d likely be in a world of hurt.  It wasn’t as if I could use all my gear simultaneously.
“You should train a bit before making any judgments on how powerful you are,” Tic admonished.  I could practically hear the smirk in her voice and wondered what she knew that I didn’t.
Nodding, I swapped gear to what I was thinking of as my speed set, consisting of Ceria, Elyria, and Tic.  I considered just equipping one fist blade and Gretch’s shield but decided to see what my maximum agility build looked like and checked my stats again.
Name: Andric Graven
Effective lvl: 26
Race: Human
Gender: Male
Age: 20
Strength: 5 (6)
Agility: 4 (25)
Endurance: 4 (4)
Aptitude: 3 (8)
Intelligence: 5 (12)
Wisdom: 3 (3)
Luck: 4
Durability: 2 (8)
Resistance: 2 (5)
Weapon slots: 2/4
Armor slots: 3/3
Accessory slots:1/2
Abilities:  Shivering Flurry, Flame Breath, Immunity to Fire, Adrenal Rush
The absurd agility stat made me smile, but my good mood faded as I continued down the list.  I felt light as a feather and as if I had lightning in my veins, but all the single-digit numbers left me feeling like this wasn’t going to be a viable build.
“Attack the damn dummy, Dummy,” Tic sighed. 
Shrugging, I threw a quick jab with a fist blade.  My arm erupted into blinding pain as the wooden pell blasted into the back wall of the dojo.  Wood chips filled the air as the pain sent me to my knees.
“What the fuck!” I shouted, cradling my arm.
“This is why I suggested having Purple on standby,” Tic explained.  “It’s a good thing you learned this lesson before activating adrenal rush.”
“You could have fucking warned me,” I growled, using my right hand to pull out a healing potion.  Popping the cork with my teeth, I drank it down. 
Purple hurried over and examined my arm with a worried look on her face. 
“If any bones are broken, it’s only fractured,” she said after a few moments. 
The pain was ebbing by then, and I shot her a grateful smile. 
“Okay, so how was I able to destroy a solid log with six strength?” I asked.  “And why did it fuck up my arm when I did.”
“What is force?” Tic asked.
“Mass times velosc…” I started to answer on reflex before trailing off as understanding dawned on me.
“Exactly,” Tic lectured.  “Your deadlift max may not be great, but you punch with the power of Thor’s Hammer.”
“Wait, is Thor real?” I asked, immediately sidetracked by the reference.
“Kinda, but I was referring to the movie version,” Tic giggled.  “Anyway, focus.  If you try to run as fast as you can with that much agility and that little durability, you’ll blow out your knees on the first step.  If you do it with adrenal rush active, you’ll probably powder your leg bones.”
“So this much agility is useless?” I asked, my mood sinking further.
“Of course not,” Tic sighed.  “Have Court and Trenah attack you.”
“If this is another lesson that will hurt him, I’ll eat your wings,” Ceria snarled.
“This one won’t,” Tic promised.  “The other one was necessary.  Just telling him wouldn’t have driven the lesson home enough.”
“I agree,” Skryvonna added.  “It is not enough to know a thing that dangerous.  Better for him to feel a little pain now than shatter his legs on the battlefield.  Pain is the best teacher.”
Grumbling, I asked Court and Trenah to grab practice weapons and attack me while preparing to learn another painful lesson. 
The two monster girls approached from different sides and struck simultaneously but slowly. I easily avoided their attacks without even having to parry them. 
“You don’t have to go easy on me,” I said after a few more slow attacks. 
“I’m not,” Trenah growled. 
Court just pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes.  Her wooden sword sped up a bit, but not enough to become difficult to dodge.
“You’ve never taken it easy on me before,” I muttered at Court.  Trenah being hesitant to attack, I could understand, but Court had happily beaten me bloody on multiple occasions.
Court screamed, but her attacks only sped up the slightest bit.
“They aren’t holding back, Husband,” Gill gently informed me.
“The reason you’re able to perceive their attacks so slowly is a combination of your intellect and agility stats,” Tic said, sounding proud.  “Your agility still far outstrips your intellect, so don’t try moving too fast, or you’ll probably throw yourself into a wall.”
My eyes bugged as I casually slipped the attacks from both women and realized that they really were doing their best to hit me. 
“Skryvonna,” Tic asked respectfully, “Would you mind adding your blade to the attackers?”
“I would love to,” She declared with a dark chuckle. 
Moments later, she scuttled into being in full drider form and snatched her training scythe from the wall before joining in the attack.
“Vonna has 15 agility,” Tic resumed her lecture as I began dodging all three attackers. 
Vonna’s weapon moved at full speed in my perception, but I was easily fast enough to dodge the attacks; the challenge was using enough speed to avoid the wooden blade while not using enough to damage my joints.
“Your intelligence is slightly lower than her agility, so you don’t perceive her attacking any slower,” Tic continued.  “If you use adrenal rush, you’ll see her slow down, but don’t try it yet.  You’ll likely kill yourself if you activate it while defending against all three.”
Focusing hard, I was able to avoid all three training blades, though I occasionally had to block one with my fist blades.  The minutes stretched out as I carefully tested the limits of my movements.  Sweat streamed down my face when Tic finally called a stop to the exercise.  
“That was impressive,” Vonna admitted after she’d equipped again.
“Try the pell again… slowly,” Tic advised.
Nodding, I picked up the somewhat splintered log and reattached it to its base.  I did a jab, jab, cross, hook combo in slow motion, the claws barely scoring the hardwood.  Slowly, I picked up speed to the point that the impacts were mildly painful despite the impressive amount of wrist stabilization built into the weapons.  Woodchips and sweat flew as I began to enjoy myself. 
“Try slowing down and activating adrenal rush,” Tic suggested. 
I did so and marveled that the wood chips in the air seemed to nearly pause.  Even the sweat droplets falling from my brow were clearly visible as they slowly arced away from me. 
Very carefully, I jabbed the pell.  The blades on my left hand sank into the log like butter and stuck fast.  I started to jerk them out but stopped myself just in time.  If I were moving 50% faster than before, I’d likely jerk my hand off if I yanked at full speed. 
Canceling adrenal rush, I pulled on the blade but was unable to pull it free without jerking.
“Low strength,” Gill commented.  “Try equipping me in your other hand.”
Nodding, I did so and easily wrenched the blades free.  It felt a bit like a bubble popping when I summoned the pick as the world around me returned to full speed for the first time since I’d started.  Cutting the bonus from the fist blades in half must have brought me close enough to my baseline for my perception to seem normal.
“I’d recommend training in quickly swapping your weapons and armor to achieve whatever bonus you need on a second-by-second basis in a fight,” Tic thought.  “You’re thinking in terms of either/or, but you don’t seem to grasp that you can change gear and tactics in a nanosecond.  You can go from blades to pick mid-swing; chitin to leather, mid-step; blades to shield, mid-block.  Your power isn’t your strength or agility; it’s your versatility. 
I nodded. It was just starting to sink in how powerful my class could truly be. 
“Thanks, Tic,” I thought with absolute sincerity.  “I might have put all this together, but not any time soon.”
“I think we should let her join us,” Gretch declared.
“You would,” Skryvonna jibed, but after a second, added, “That was very useful information.  I did not realize half of what she just taught you.”
“Not making a decision right now, but you’ve earned lots of brownie points,” I conceded.
“I know a lot,” Tic answered, though it didn’t sound like a brag.  “I am limited on what I can tell you, though.  I couldn’t explain all of that to you until you reached the point where it was likely you would learn it all yourself.  I just saved you some time.”
“I don’t think so,” Elyria thought slowly.  “If he went into the dungeon without that knowledge, our chances of failure would be much higher.  Sure, he was bound to learn it all eventually, but knowing now could have saved all our lives.  I formally give my blessing for Tic to join the family.”
“Agreed,” Gill stated simply.
“I still don’t think you had to let him hurt himself,” Ceria grumped, “but that was an impressive training session.  I’m not opposed to her joining.”
“Not now,” I thought, though my stubborn reasons were crumbling before the onslaught.  “We’ll circle back to it after the dungeon, okay?”
“I’m not pushing for it,” Tic laughed.  “That was your wives asking, though I definitely won’t say no when you decide the time is right.”
“Great, let’s go clear a dungeon,” I declared, heading out of the dojo to find the rest of the team.




Chapter 20 – Into the Depths

To my relief, the female siren in the entry chamber of the Dungeon of Deepest Sorrow took one look at us and dived into the pool. 
I glanced around at the party, consisting of Mara, Sivan, Trenah, Tilly, and myself.  Tilly had just grinned and said, “Of course,” when I’d asked if she was coming.
“You guys ready?” I asked. 
“I hope you are, Human,” Sivan answered in a haughty tone.  “Give me the hydromancer’s bubble.”
“Sure,” I replied, suppressing a smirk at the kitsune’s unnecessary snarkiness and handing over the pouch containing the bubble.  I wasn’t sure why her snark just came off as cute to me, but I was sure letting her know would be a bad idea.
“You aren’t going to enjoy this,” Sivan commented, removing the glass sphere from its container.  She murmured a few words, and a cool blue light fell on everyone but Tilly and herself.  After a surreal moment, the light faded, and I felt no change.
“Am I supposed to feel something?” Trenah asked, putting voice to my own unasked question.
“Not until you breath in water,” Sivan replied. 
“We should have practiced this before doing it in the field,” Tic mentally grumbled.
“We’ll bail if it’s too much,” I assured her.  “Nothing lost from retreating near the beginning of the dungeon.”
Carefully approaching the pool’s rim, I peered over.  Fish swam in the shallows of the clear pool, but larger shapes lurked in the depths.  Luminous blue crystals lined the walls, providing an eerie blue light. There didn’t appear to be any humanoids or other monsters near the immediate entrance, so I lowered myself into the water.
I’d chosen to wear Ceria’s leather armor, one fist blade, and the obsidian eye shield, figuring the shield’s durability stats and its inherent resistance to force should keep me from breaking my bones by trying to move too fast underwater.  Also, the reduction of agility by only using one fist blade was a bonus until my body could handle the speed.
Trenah and Tilly dove in without hesitation, but the rest clustered around me, peering down into the cylindrical pool. 
Trenah broke the surface, coughing and wheezing.
“I don’t… think… it works…” she choked out. 
“It does,” Sivan assured her cooly.  “Just keep breathing under the surface.  “I’m told it’s… uncomfortable.”
“Ya never used it yerself?” Mara asked.
“I’m a druid,” Sivan said with a smirk while adjusting her loincloth. 
My gaze was drawn to the dimples of her toned hips.  As I watched, the skin of her legs darkened from tan to near black, and florescent green oval markings broke out on the dusky skin of her hips before traveling down her legs in a psychedelic wave of color. 
Drawn in by the colorful display, I didn’t immediately notice when the whirls of color dappled the skin far past where her feet should have been.  Before I could adjust my mental image, more ‘legs’ shot from beneath her loincloth, spilling across the floor in a wiggling mass.
“Well… you don’t see that every day,” Gretch observed, breaking me out of my spellbound inspection of the druid.
“I said I had a water form,” Sivan laughed, sounding truly happy for the first time I’d ever heard.
“Wow,” Trenah commented, her coughing fit forgotten. 
The half-octopus, half-kitsune druid laughed again, gracefully squiggled across the floor, and slipped into the pool.
Shaking my head in bemusement, I flung my pack to the ground and pulled out the two pairs of swim fins the engineering department had made for Mara and me.  Wordlessly passing a set over, I buckled on my pair.  Though a far cry from modern rubber fins, I figured they’d get the job done.
Giving me a nod, Mara grabbed her spear and dove into the pool.  I followed, ready to get whatever unpleasantness the water-breathing spell caused over and done with. 
The scale armor slid through the water efficiently, and I was surprised to realize it clung to me tightly enough to act as a wet suit, keeping my covered skin dry.
“You can shower me with praise later, Husband,” Ceria thought, sounding very pleased with herself.
“Should have bound you before that trek through the rain,” I replied wryly, peering around myself, feeling like shark bait.
Sivan’s terrifying shape darted beneath me as she surfaced before me.
“You’re going tae feel like you’re drowning for a few moments,” She informed me.  “T’would be faster if you let me hold you beneath the surface.  The more time yah waste getting used tae breathin’ water, the longer we have our asses in th’ wind.”
I knew she was probably right, but I didn’t trust her. 
“Do me,” Trenah demanded, her face set in determination where she bobbed a few feet away.  “I don’t think I can make myself.”
“Do not worry, Husband,” Skryvonna replied to my sudden spike of concern for the sweet crock girl.  “We will get her if we need to.”
“Sure thing,” I replied, willing a blade to my hand.
Sivan nodded and glided through the water to Trenah. 
“Me as well,” Mara sighed, kicking her way over to the pair.
Without warning, all three vanished from the surface of the water.
Taking a breath, I looked beneath the surface to see that Sivan had wrapped a green-dappled tentacle around each of the women’s ankles and jerked them beneath the surface.  Tilly’s face became briefly visible as she circled the trio. 
Both ensnared women looked panicked as they hadn’t been given a chance to grab a breath of life-sustaining air before being dragged under.  Mara started flailing, bubbles escaping her mouth as she screamed out whatever air she had left.
I dove, swimming awkwardly with my hands full of shield and fist blade.
“Wait,” Elyria urged.  “Watch.”
After a few seconds of mimed sputters, Mara seemed to relax.  She bent and tapped the tentacle around her ankle before shooting Sivan a thumbs-up.  The half-octopus druid nodded and released her ankle as another tentacle delivered the raccoon woman’s dropped spear.
Trenah, having watched the whole ordeal, seemed to sigh in resignation, a stream of bubbles leaving her mouth.  Though panic crossed her features, she squeezed her green eyes shut and breathed in with stoic determination.  A moment later, her eyes opened in surprise, and she grinned broadly, her sharp teeth gleaming through the clear water.
By this time, my air was getting low, and my instincts urged me to head back to the surface.  With a lash of tentacles, Sivan instantly circled me, a question in her eyes. 
“You should unequip your weapons and shield,” Skryvonna suggested.  “No point in hurting yourself or that grouchy fox… squid.”
“I’m pretty sure it’s octopus tentacles she has,” Tic lightly corrected.
The sheer mundane detachment with which she made the comment forced a single chuckle from my lips, depleting my remaining oxygen.  I willed away my shield and fist blades before nodding at Sivan.
 A clammy tentacle coiled around my calf, the suckers on their inner surface causing me to grimace in discomfort.
“It’ll be ok.  Just breathe, Sir,” Elyria murmured into my mind.
Steeling myself, I did just that.
The heavy feeling of water flooding into my lungs shocked my system.  Everything in me wanted to fight to the surface and cough the substance out.  My lizard brain screamed at me that I was drowning while logic wrestled for control. 
“You’re not drowning,” Gill thought, her mental voice like a cooling balm on my overloaded nervous system. 
Carefully, I exhaled the lung full of water and took another ‘breath.’  My vision wasn’t going dark; my lungs weren’t burning for air.  I felt fine, besides the discomfort of my chest being heavy and full of water.  I was sure that there were some sound scientific reasons that this shouldn’t work.  Even the weight of the water should probably be enough to damage my lungs.
“I believe the spell modifies your lungs to be able to extract oxygen from water, if you must have a reason to calm your mind,” Tic informed me.
Rather than argue about that not being possible, I just kept breathing water and laughed after a few seconds.  Not a single bubble escaped my lips with the action, which seemed just as odd as breathing water for some reason, but I just shrugged and resummoned my gear. 
Tilly materialized, gloriously nude, and pointed towards a tunnel cut into the rock face of the pond.  Nodding, I swam towards it, my shield cutting through the water before me as if it were the prow of a submarine rather than a flat surface.
I noticed more tunnel entrances deeper down the pool and larger aquatic creatures that patrolled the depths.  That last sight spurred me towards the tunnel at a faster clip.  My other party members fell into formation, and Tilly must have done something, because a sudden current swept us through into the shallowest reaches of the dungeon proper.
Our speed must have surprised the small, frog-like humanoids dwelling within that first chamber, because they weren’t arrayed against us as we swept in. 
The bright orange creatures didn’t waste any time asking questions, though.  They snatched up crude spears and flung themselves at our group.
The current changed to a gentle, upwards flow, allowing me to virtually stand in the water without either sinking or rising. 
Smiling my gratitude at Tilly, I blocked a spear thrust and riposted with my fist claw, opening a triad of gashes in the frogman’s throat. 
Trenah shot by me in a swirl of green skin and blades; two frog men fell to her fury before the remaining three turned to flee.  Where the croc woman’s short, thick limbs made her slightly ungainly and slow on land, her webbed digits and strong tail made her incredibly agile underwater.
Sivan shot forward to block the exit to the small underwater chamber, a cruel grin on her lips and her tentacles spread.  The fluorescent green markings on them appeared almost like a host of baleful eyes glaring at the retreating frog people. 
They checked their retreat, and it cost them.  Tilly appeared between the two in her mercurial water form, her arms becoming thick tentacles of dense water that she speared into the necks of the fleeing dungeon monsters.
The lone survivor darted to the side, its massive, webbed feet propelling it faster than I could keep up.  Unfortunately for the diminutive creature, its path took it within the range of Mara’s spear. 
The rakkin woman skewered it before it even registered its peril.  I grinned morbidly, thinking about how I appreciated a woman who could enjoy frog-gigging with me.
“Oh, really now,” Tic mock pouted.  “After everything I tried, all I had to do was spear frogs to win your heart.”
Laughing soundlessly, I checked the chamber for any more surprises.  Though no more monsters appeared, I noted that the blood from the dead and dying creatures flowed in narrow rivulets toward Tilly rather than clouding the water around us.  I made a mental note to thank her profusely for agreeing to come. 
“I’ve got a few ideas about how we can thank her,” Gretch unsurprisingly piped up.
“Even I would be willing to kiss her if she continues to prove so useful,” Skryvonna added, shocking me nearly as much as water breathing had.
Vonna’s rich laughter filled my head, along with the images her words had conjured.
“I said kiss, husband,” she observed archly.  “You have been spending too much time with Gretch.”
“Like that’s a bad thing,” Gill came to Gretch’s defense.  “I quite enjoy the things she comes up with.”
Shaking my head in bemusement, I made a circular, ‘rally up’ motion with my hand before pointing at the chamber’s exit. 
I got nods all around, and Tilly turned the helpful current back on as we swam through, Sivan in the lead.
More frog people awaited us in the next room.  This time they were ready within and floating in a loose defensive formation, not that it did them much good.
Sivan, Trenah, and Tilly dispatched the group of six before Mara and I even reached striking distance. 
The streams of blood flowing from their broken bodies followed us into the next large chamber.
A particularly large, yellow frog man waited for us, surrounded by four regular-sized, orange frog women.  I learned that not all humanoid women on Tournion were beautiful.  Though the nude women had prominent and shapely breasts, their lower jaws grew from their upper chests, and there was no trace of humanity in their bulbous faces.
Big, ugly, and yellow pointed at us and mouthed something.  The water distorted as a dozen projectiles shot from his hand. 
I got my shield up to block one, and another glanced off my scale shoulder pauldron. 
Not waiting to see how the others fared, I kicked toward the bloated monster, intent on killing him before he hurt anyone.  Sivan beat me to it, black and green tentacles shooting out to snare the boss frog’s arms before a third snapped into place around its thick neck.
The female monsters went ballistic, frantically thrusting their spears at the engaged kitsune. 
Trenah darted by the nearest, but it somehow managed to dodge her flashing sword.
Tilly engaged the furthest two, her body only visible in flashes at the nucleus of a small vortex of roiling water.
I reached the female Tilly had missed and swiped with my blades, only to have the agile frog person also dodge my attack.  However, I wasn’t streaking by and caught her with a shield bash on my follow-up attack.
The hideous creature snarled, revealing a mouth full of teeth that looked more like the bristles of a wire brush than any dentistry I’d ever seen.  She countered with her crude spear. 
Jerking my shield back in place, I was reminded that its magical properties didn’t work on the inside face and was forced to drop it and snag the spear with my bare hand before its barbed point impacted my neck.  Only the considerable dexterity and intelligence buffs allowed me to manage the grab, and even then, I’d misjudged the move enough to grab onto the barbs behind the spear point.
Grimacing, I changed my armor and weapon to chitin and pick in a flash; strength and durability flooded my body.
The frog warrior’s eyes bulged even further, and I used her own weapon to snatch her body into the path of my rapidly descending pick. 
Her head exploded into a mass of grotesquery on impact, and I shifted back to my scale and blades before the momentum of my swing even finished playing out. 
Kicking toward where the boss frog futilely struggled to escape Sivan’s grasp, I took a quick glance at the action.  Trenah was withdrawing her blade from the furthest frog woman’s corpse.  Mara had caught up with Tilly, and the pair were finishing off the other two. 
Reaching the entangled pair of combatants, I promptly slammed my bladed fist into the back of the yellow frog man’s head.  The resistance was spongy and turned my stomach, but our opponent trembled and died.
Cloudy blood was beginning to obscure my vision as I checked on everyone else.  Just as I began to swim for a clearer spot, the blood all diverged into separate streams and obediently funneled towards a smiling Tilly.
Frowning, I noticed that small rivulets streamed from a few of Sivan’s tentacles and a larger one from Trenah’s shoulder.
Not able to speak underwater, I gestured to the wounds.
Trenah seemed surprised to find herself wounded and dug a healing potion from a set of vials she had securely looped to the back of her belt.  Sivan just scowled and shook her head at the minor wounds.
Thinking she must not have a way to heal them, I extended one of my potions to her.  She took it but just tucked the vial into a pouch with a satisfied smile. 
“She has some form of healing magic,” Gill observed.  “Those wounds are already closing.”
“I see,” I mentally grunted.  “At least she was smart enough to hold on to the potion for emergencies.”
Sivan copied my ‘rally up’ hand signal and pointed to the chamber’s exit.
We fell in behind as she shot through the opening.  Rather than another group of monsters, we found a rough stone ramp leading out of the water. 
I caught up enough to gently snag one of Sivan’s trailing tentacles.
When she looked back at me, I pointed to myself and then up the ramp, indicating that I should take the lead back to dry ground.
Though she wore a put-upon expression, she nodded and dropped back as I started up the ramp.  Before breaking the surface, I stripped off my swim fins and slapped them to my back, confident Ceria would find a way to hold onto them.
Bursting from the water, I charged into the dungeon room only to find a twenty-meter, circular chamber of bare rock with another ramp leading back down into the water on the far side.  A few of the glowing blue crystals studding the walls provided enough illumination to see pretty well.
It was good that the little platform was unoccupied, too, because my next exhalation caused a torrent of water to violently leave my lungs.  The ensuing coughing fit brought me to my knees.
Sivan trotted past me, her legs once again the shapely human thighs and paws of her kitsune form. 
“How… do you… breath, underwater,” I choked out.
“Gills below my jaw,” she answered cooly, shooting me a mildly disgusted sneer. 
“I’ll give her something below her jaw,” Gretch muttered darkly.
My attention was grabbed by Mara and Trenah, beginning their own unpleasant reacquaintance with the open air.
Tilly emerged behind them, cooing and patting each gently on their backs as they hacked up rivers of water from their full lungs.
“I always imagined magical water breathing to be less… painful,” I mused.
“It’s better than the alternative,” Tic reminded me cheerfully.
“What’s this room for?” I asked once I was breathing easily again.
“Don’t know,” Sivan admitted.  “This is where we turned back the only other time I’d been here.  I was the only one really at home in the water, and those froggen are not so easily vanquished if you can’t keep up with them underwater.”
“The dungeon wants people to run it,” Ceria reminded me.  “It probably has rest stops like this every few rooms to draw air-breathing adventurers deeper into its depths.  Water creatures like Tilly would just cross this area and dive back into the water without much notice.”
“Don’t tell me you want to turn back, as well,” Sivan accused, mistaking my brief internal conversation for hesitance.
“Nope,” I replied simply before going to check on the others.
“How’s the shoulder?” I asked Trenah.
Wiping her mouth one last time, the croc shot me a smile and displayed her healed shoulder.  She’d opted to wear a light halter top and loincloth into the dungeon, eschewing armor for maneuverability.  I studiously avoided glancing at the dark, thick nipples pressing into the wet fabric.
“Only you would even notice during a dungeon run,” Skryvonna chided. 
“I’ve been noticing since she got in the water,” Gretch protested. 
I turned to my other three companions to discard the silly conversation, only to be presented with a nude water nymph and beast girls dressed primarily in magic body paint.  The constant exposure to beautiful women made me nearly immune to the sight unless I thought about it… and now, I was thinking about it.
It certainly didn’t help that all of them, but Tilly, were slick with water.  The water nymph looked as if she’d spent hours getting ready to go out and was just about to get dressed. 
“You could always take a quick trip to the Abyss,” Tic giggled.  “No one would ever know.”
“I don’t trust that place,” I responded, rubbing my shoulder where the marks of Skryvonna’s awakened passion still hadn’t completely faded. 
“Does it bother you?” Skryvonna asked, hesitantly responding to the image in my mind.
“Not nearly as much as when I used the bond to force you to cum,” I replied, feeling guilty.  “This aggressive side of you is actually pretty hot.”
“Would it help if I admitted that I thought it was… hot when you commanded me to cum, as well?” Vonna asked.
I chuckled aloud, caught off-guard.
“Yeah, that does help a bit, actually,” I admitted.
“Does that mean we can go?” Ceria asked.  “I haven’t seen the Abyss yet, though I’ve been told a few stories…”
“No,” I decided, as tempting as the offer was.  “I don’t know how far the mist can eventually affect us.  The last thing I want is to spend the rest of eternity abusing you all with no inhibition.”
“Doesn’t sound so bad to me…” Gretch mentally murmured.
“I’m not sure you could abuse me if you tried,” Gill added sweetly.
“Nor I,” Elyria added.
“And I’m not sure how much of that reaction is because of the exposure you’ve already had to the Abyss,” I explained.
“It doesn’t cause you to do things you didn’t want to already,” Tic snorted in protest.
“What are you doing with all that blood?” Trenah asked Tilly, drawing my attention back to the external world.
Tilly blushed indigo and twisted a suspiciously dry, curly lock of seafoam hair to hide her face when everyone turned to her in interest.
“I wasn’t accusing you,” Trenah quickly added.  “I’m just glad we don’t have to swim through lakes of the stuff.”
Tilly glanced through her curls and shrugged.
“Would you be upset if I said I was eating it?” she asked.  “Well, converting it to its basic life force and absorbing the mana, anyway…”
“No one’s upset with you,” I chuckled.  “It’s actually really incredible.  I didn’t even consider what a mess running the dungeon would be without some way to deal with all the blood.”
A radiant smile lit the nymph’s face, and she purred, “I’m glad you approve.  I’ve never eaten so well… except for maybe last night.”
“Well, I don’t foresee you ever having to go hungry with us,” I assured her.
“Me either,” Gretch heartily agreed, popping into existence long enough to snare the startled nymph with her tail and kiss her quickly.
“Err… is that allowed?” Gretch asked the moment she disappeared.
“Of course,” I replied.  “Just not with men, okay?”
“Blegh!” Gretch grunted, eloquently elaborating how she felt about other men and making me smile because I could feel the genuine emotion behind the expletive.  “I only like what you like, Chief,” she assured me.
“Fair enough,” I laughed, my mood lightened by her antics.
“Glad you liked me,” Ceria laughed lightly.
“Well…” Sivan demanded.
Realizing I’d been standing there looking through my companions for a bit, I muted the internal conversation and nodded to the impatient Kitsune.
“You keep the lead position in the water,” I suggested.  “Any time we go back on land, let me take point.  I’m too slow in water but by far the tankiest on land.”
The kitsune arched a delicate red eyebrow as if she wanted to disagree, but she nodded anyway and started for the far ramp without another word.
With a quick check to ensure the others were ready, I jogged to follow her, pulling my fins out on the way.  Sivan’s tentacles sprouted when she got waist-deep, and she shot away.
I hadn’t even finished buckling on my fins when I realized something was wrong.  A few tentacles broke the water and flailed about before submerging again.  Grumbling at the kitsune’s decision to dart ahead, I tossed my fins on my back and dived in.
Massive fish were assaulting the druid from every direction.  Pastel-colored and vaguely shaped like barracudas, the ten-foot-long fish were darting in and out of tentacle range, taking bites with their freakishly long jaws as they went. 
One oversized fish was ripped apart already, and another was clutched in the mass of writhing tentacles, but Sivan couldn’t defend against all of them at once.
Kicking off the ramp, I sped towards the messy fight as fast as I could.
Trenah and Tilly shot past me.
The fish briefly scattered when Tilly sent some kind of pulse through the water. 
A blue and yellow streak in my peripheral vision was my only warning before something slammed into my torso from below.  Crushing weight gripped my stomach as I felt myself being rushed sideways.
I struck out with my claw and inhaled a lung full of water on instinct.  Unprepared, I choked on the fluid in my lungs.
Another carnivorous fish emerged from the depths. I went to block its maw with my shield, but it was pinned to my side by the original fish. 
My vision became a violent blur of bubbles when a giant spectral hyena head appeared and met the predator head-on.
“Poisoned it,” Vonna announced, but I wasn’t sure which one she was referring to.
I found out moments later when the original fish released me and swam away, its movements spasmodic and disjointed.
“Armor held,” Ceria announced, as I thought to check myself for wounds.
“Incoming behind,” Gretch shouted into my mind.
I flashed into my strength build to slam my pick into the oncoming predator’s head.  Its momentum still carried it into me, but the impact was negligible on my shield.
The murky water around me cleared like someone snatching a red sheet from a lamp. 
A quick glance showed me Mara desperately fending off a pair of circling beasts with her spear.
Reflexively, I shot a bola toward the nearest predator. 
Red-hot heat enveloped my arm, and sizzling filled my ears as the burning projectile hurtled through the water and struck my target.  It never unfurled into a proper bola, but the flaming hunk of metal still hit the fish hard enough to knock meat through its gills.
Mara focused on the remaining threat and managed to skewer it through both jaws as it charged her.  The injured fish darted off, taking the raccoon girl’s weapon with it.
She was still watching her latest foe retreat when a third charged up at her from the depths.
Yelling impotently into the water, I flashed to my speed build and frantically swam for the oblivious beast girl. 
Pain in my joints forced me to keep my pace agonizingly slow.  I wasn’t going to make it.
Trenah appeared from the side and slammed into the approaching predator, sword-first.
Realizing that Mara would be okay with Trenah at her side, I swam back toward Sivan. 
White meat hung from wounds in her tentacles, but she grimly fought on, her spear moving with preternatural speed despite her being submerged.  Several of the giant fish hung motionless in the water around her. 
Spirals of blood flowing from the many corpses made it easy to locate Tilly despite her being transparent.  As I watched, the nymph unwrapped herself from a dead fish before blurring to another and plunging her hands into its head. 
Sivan spun at my approach, her spear drawn back. 
I put my shield up, but she checked the blow when she recognized me.
Swimming close to the wounded warrior, I searched for targets but saw none.
“I think a few fucked off somewhere, but most are dead,” Gretch reported.
I pointed back to the ramp we’d exited from and made eye contact with the whole party.
Sivan nodded, but her eyes rolled into her head, and she went limp.
I caught her, but the weight of her modified form caused us both to start sinking.
A sudden current snagged us both and swept us toward the ramp.
I shot a thumbs up toward Tilly as my feet found the ramp’s rough surface.
Swapping into strength build, I lifted the comatose druid in my arms, and princess-carried her onto land, her tentacles dragging on the stone behind me.
The rest of the party clustered around as I lay Sivan down.  There were gashes all over her tentacles, but her woad-bedecked torso bore no wounds.
“Blood loss?” Tic asked. 
I shrugged, pulled a healing potion from my bandoleer, and I emptied the contents into her mouth.  I expected her to cough and splutter but cursed when the potion just ran out the gills high up on her neck.
She seemed to be breathing fine, her chest rising and falling as though she were using her lungs and breathing oxygen.  I held up my hands in surrender, baffled on what to do. 
“Should we try tae get ‘er home?” Mara asked. 
“Awww, she thinks of the Nexus as home,” Elyria remarked, making my lips twitch into a grin despite the dire situation.  Not that I was terribly invested in where Mara considered home, but Elyria was just so damn adorable.
“May just be mana exhaustion,” Tilly volunteered, squatting next to the comatose kitsune.  “She had many more wounds.   The barakka did quite a number on her before we arrived to help.”
“It seems relatively safe to wait for a bit here,” I sighed.  “When she does wake up, I’m going to tan her ass for going ahead like that.  We’re going to have to be a lot more organized to beat this thing.”
“I feel useless in th’ water,” Mara sulked.  “I never even made it to th’ fight.”
“Well, the fight made it to you, and you did fine,” I insisted, placing a comforting hand on her shoulder. 
“Lost me spear too,” she continued.
“We’ll go back and regroup,” I decided.  “This was a good recon trip.  We know what to expect, and we’ll work on tactics for a day or two before returning.”
“I thought you were in a hurry to get to Torm,” Gill observed with curiosity.
“I am,” I answered.  “But it doesn’t do any good to die in the process.”
“Mummff,” Sivan spluttered, a hand going to her brow.
“Where does it hurt?” Mara asked, crowding in and putting her own hand atop the octopoid kitsune’s.
“Everywhere,” Sivan groaned.  “Just let me…”
The nest of splayed tentacles around her slowly transformed back into toned legs as she trailed off.
“Are you good?” I asked.  “I’m taking us back for an after-action review before we continue.”
“I can go on.” She slurred unconvincingly.  “Just gimme a minute.”
I snorted and pulled up my HUD light slate.
“You can have more than a minute,” I grumbled, anger seeping in at her rash actions.  Her careless attitude could have gotten a lot more than her hurt.  If she wasn’t willing to work as a team, I’d leave her behind regardless of how good she was in the water.




Chapter 21 – Through the Fire and Flame

Purple’s head popped up when we all came spilling into the portal room.  A few giant rats perked up as well, their too-intelligent eyes glittering in the cool blue light of the nexus.  Fluffy announced her presence by lazily tapping her massive tail on the marble floor.  Pillows and blankets surrounded our improbable welcoming committee.
“Mind if I borrow your pallet?” I asked, nodding down to Sivan in my arms.
“Of course!” Purple exclaimed, hopping up and hurrying to help.  I noticed she wore only a lacy red thong and brazier, but my concern for Sivan eclipsed my desire to inspect her bouncing curves.
Together, we gently lay the injured kitsune down on the blankets, soaking them in water and blood in the process.
“None of this looks too bad,” Purple murmured, inspecting and cleaning the wounds on the fox girl’s legs.
“Mana exhaustion,” Sivan murmured, her eyes fluttering open for a moment. 
There were sighs of relief all around at her words.
I relaxed onto my heels and slicked waterlogged hair from my eyes.
“What were you camped out in here for, anyway?” I asked Purple.
“You have a tendency to return with wounded,” she looked up from her work with a dimpled smile.  “I just figured I’d be on hand.”
“It had nothing to do with a certain promise he made before we left, I’m sure,” Gill chided, crouching beside the buxom troll and gently rubbing her back.
“Oh… of course not,” Purple protested, her cheeks going indigo with her signature adorable blush.
“Your normal underclothes must have been dirty,” Gretch piled in.  “That’s why you’re wearing the outfit I helped pick out.”
Ceria crouched beside the embarrassed troll, her red tail gently coiling around Purple’s waist. 
“Don’t tease her,” she admonished.   “I know what it’s like to have to wait.  From what I understand, she’s been on the approved list longer than me.”
Purple, her entire body blushing now, threw on a nearby robe and announced, “I’m going to get something for these wounds,” before dashing through the arched doorway.
“You shouldn’t do that,” Elyria scolded.  “You know she’s shy.”
“We’ve decided she can share our husband,” Gill responded archly.  “I think we’re entitled to a little teasing.  Besides, she doesn’t really mind, and I like the way her blushes look.”
I’d kept my head down, tending to Sivan’s shredded legs throughout the exchange.  I wanted the voluptuous troll, and my wives knew it.  As long as no one became mean-spirited, I wouldn’t intervene in the relationship between the women.  If even one of my wives seemed against the idea of me deepening my physical relationship with the troll, I’d squash the idea.  But since they all seemed to encourage the idea…
“You know,” Tic mentally drawled, having not left my head when we returned.  “They did all give permission for me to become a wife as well.” 
“Is there any food here?” Sivan asked suddenly, saving me from replying.
“Sure,” I answered, as Elyria predictably took off to find something.
Sivan’s eyes flickered open again, and she took in the crowd above her.
“I’m not dying,” She muttered, sounding annoyed.
“How did you exhaust your mana?” I asked.  “I didn’t see any spells.”
“Healing,” she grunted.  “Feking fish swarmed me, taking bites from all over.  Thought I was done for ‘til your pet nymph showed up an’ forced them back.
“You’re welcome,” Tilly responded, her tone amused.  “I’m going to go… digest in my room,” she added.  “Just come fetch me when you need your pet nymph again.  That little trip provided quite the meal.”
“Have I mentioned I like her?” Gretch asked as we collectively watched her naked ass leave the room.
“Me too,” Gill agreed.
“I am going to rest as well,” Vonna stated, her voice cool.
“Don’t be like that,” Gill sighed.  “We might like Tilly, but we love you.”
I raised an eyebrow but stayed silent, happy that Gill seemed to be getting over her anger at Skryvonna’s newfound fetish for drawing blood during bedroom play.
“I love you too,” Vonna tossed over her shoulder on the way out.
Exchanging wide-eyed looks with Gill and Gretch, everyone was stuck speechless until it was too late to respond.
“I’ve got porridge,” Elyria announced, rushing back into the room with her bouncy gait.
“Please,” Sivan groaned, struggling to sit up.
“I’m going to keep Tilly company,” Trenah announced, heading out.
“Dungeon group meeting in an hour,” I called.  “Please let her know.”
“Sure thing,” the crock replied as she left.
“Let’s move this to the great room,” I suggested, sliding my arms under Sivan’s knees and shoulders and lifting her up.
“I can walk,” she protested weakly.
“But you don’t have to,” I grunted.
The injured kitsune felt light in my arms, even without buffs, as I gently deposited her on a couch.
“I’ll bleed all over,” she objected, as I set her down.
“Not really a major concern,” I replied as Elyria handed her a wooden bowl of something that resembled honied oatmeal.
Purple returned and expertly bandaged Sivan’s legs after slathering the wounds in a pungent-smelling ointment.  Apparently, her partial transformation had removed the protective woad paint from her legs.  The bite marks were much smaller on her natural legs than they’d been on her tentacles, and though there were many, none looked to threaten life or limb.
Sivan methodically polished off the bowl of porridge and declined Elyria’s enthusiastic offer for more.
“Honestly, I’m fine,” she stated, her voice stronger and still irritated to be the center of so much attention.
“Good,” I said, allowing some of the anger I’d been restraining to color my voice.  “Now we can talk about how you don’t go dashing off ahead of the team like that.”
“You’ll not lecture…” she began.
“Then you’re going back home right fucking now,” I growled, cutting her off. “If you can’t be part of the team, you’re off the team.”
She gaped at me for a moment before clamping her mouth shut with an audible click.
“I don’t care if you want to keep your haughty attitude,” I continued when it became clear she wasn’t going to interrupt.  “But, you are not the leader of this party.  I am, and you will follow my orders outside this nexus.  I don’t claim to be better than you, nor do I expect you to listen to a word I say outside of missions.  You may even be a better leader, but the chain of command in my team is clear, and I’m at the top of it.  You put yourself and the rest of the team in danger for no good reason.”
Sivan just glared impotently during my tirade. 
“So, do we take you back to Firemont, or are you going to act like part of the team?”  I asked after an uncomfortable pause.
Sivan’s jaw muscles flexed as she ground her teeth and stared at me, but I just crossed my arms and met her glare with my own annoyed scowl. 
Just as I was about to make the decision for her, Sivan said, “I’ll follow orders… in the dungeon.”
“That’s all I ask,” I sighed, thoroughly disliking the power games.
“Do you think you can walk to Tilly’s room?” I asked after another moment.  “We’re going to go over what happened and brainstorm ideas on how to improve.  I’ll probably end up expanding her room to make a mock-up of a couple of underwater dungeon rooms for us to train in.”
“I’m fine,” Sivan grated, forcing herself to her feet, though her legs trembled with the effort.
“Great,” I breathed dryly.  “Let’s go then.”
“I’ll go get us all some food, and meet you there,” Elyria volunteered. 
Snagging the sexy bunny before she could get far, I pulled her into a kiss and whispered, “I love you, Sweetie,” into her long, downy ear.
Hugging me back hard enough to crack a rib, Elyria indulged in another passionate but brief kiss before extricating herself and bounding off to the kitchen with a huge smile on her face.
“She’s so sweet,” Ceria sighed.
“She just shows affection by caring for us all,” Gill explained, a fond smile on her own face.
I led the way as the party trooped down the hall to Tilly’s new beach-themed bedroom.  The door stood open, so we freely wandered into the sunny little beach oasis to find Tilly and Trenah having some kind of water acrobatics competition.
Trenah was obviously not winning, but seeing her arc gracefully out of the water and complete a flip before diving back in was almost as impressive as Tilly’s magically enhanced maneuvers.
After watching for a moment, I clapped to get their attention as I walked to the water’s edge.
“What’s up, Sir?” Trenah asked, shooting from the depths to land on the sand.  Tilly joined her, the water itself lifting her up and out of the faux ocean, a curious expression on her face.
“Tilly, do you mind if I make some modifications to your room?”  I asked.  “I want to add some dungeon chambers, maybe beneath the sand, so we can train breaching underwater chambers as a team.”
“Can I use the rooms while we aren’t training?” she asked.
“Of course,” I replied.  “I’d just make an entirely different training room, but I don’t think I have the experience to spare right now.”
“I don’t mind getting rooms added to my personal quarters,” Tilly laughed.  “Even if they will sometimes be used for… group activities.”
“I bet,” Gretch agreed with a smile before her brow wrinkled in thought.  “I forgot I even had my own room.  Maybe I’ll get you to do something interesting with it since I just use your room now, Chief.”
“Will do,” I chuckled while bringing up the room controls.  I’d received a fair bit of experience from the few dungeon rooms we’d cleared, but making the room modifications cleared that out, along with a large portion of the emergency fund I’d held back. 
I cleared space beneath the sandy beach and extended a subterranean network of three caves around the perimeter of the room.  I had to grow the room to contain the new training space, but I doubted anyone would mind more beachfront real estate. 
By the time I finished and focused my eyes beyond the HUD light slate, most of the girls were in the water while a few lounged around a picnic of bread, olives, and cheese that Elyria had set out on a blanket.
“Okay, gather round,” I called, making the rally hand sign above my head.
A few minutes later, we were all seated in the sand, snacking on bread and cheese, discussing the best ways to enter an underwater chamber.  I shared the breaching and clearing method from the army and threw in some video game tactics that may have been better suited to magic underwater combat.
Tilly and Trenah were the most helpful in devising our new standard operating procedure for infiltrating underwater rooms, as they were the most at home beneath the surface.  Despite having a water-breathing form, Sivan hadn’t had cause to use it extensively, so she was of limited help.
In the end, it was decided that we’d stack on entryways before breaching.  Tilly and Sivan would enter first and peel off to each side.  Trenah went middle, while Mara and I backed up whoever needed it the most.  Any of the first three who met no resistance would work their way toward the center.
Though this tactic didn’t completely take into account the unique variables of fighting in a three-dimensional plane, it was far better than us just winging it for every room.
Going out of, or into the water, I’d take point since I was our only heavily armored unit.  Otherwise, I was on cleanup with Mara.
Plans solidified, and we hit the water and practiced until everyone was ready to drop.  Regular underwater training can drain a body, but going hours without surfacing and with your lungs full of water is something else entirely.  The grueling training session did bring the team together into a much more cohesive unit.
I also experimented with how far I could push my body with different weapon and armor load-outs, taking advantage of the controlled environment.  There was pain, but I had health pots and a night of sleep ahead of me, so I pushed the envelope as far as I could, shooting through the water at inhuman speeds at the expense of my joints and tendons.
“Holy fuck,” I groaned as I finished depositing two lungs worth of water on the sand after we finally called it quits for the day. 
“Uh huh,” Mara agreed, flopping down a safe distance away.
“I’m going to bed,” Sivan grunted, looking bedraggled, her sodden fox tail trailing in the sand behind her as she slunk from the room.
“Well, I had a great day,” Tilly chirped happily.
“We’re not all made of water,” Trenah groused, flopping bonelessly to the sand with the rest of us.
“Actually, you are,” Tilly laughed.  “You just don’t move yourselves around very efficiently.”
Trenah raked a spray of sand at the perky nymph with her thick tail in response.  Water flowed up behind the nymph and crashed down on the tired crock girl before the sand even reached its target.
Giggling, Tilly followed the retreating wave back into the water to avoid further retaliation.
Dragging myself to my feet, I plucked up a towel from a pile someone had thoughtfully set out and dried myself. 
“What’s the plan now… Master?” Gill whispered in my ear, having quietly manifested behind me.
“Sleep,” I chuckled, wryly shaking my head at my insatiable head wife.  “As much as I want to play, I think my body could use a break before we head back into the dungeon tomorrow.”
“Of course,” Gill answered, though her golden eyes shone with mischief.  “We’ll make sure you get the best rest.  Let’s get you to bed.”
 


“Good job,” I mentally congratulated my bonds as the last of the giant, neon barracudas went belly up, white fish meat hanging from fresh lacerations on its twitching corpse.
The rest of the team stacked to the left of the entryway to the next chamber.  They packed into a tight line, ‘nuts to buts,’ as my past instructors crudely described a breaching formation, though I’d have to take my place to add any nuts to the mix.  Shooting a quick thumbs up, I took my place.  The experimental tactics we’d developed made the first few encounters almost trivial.  Re-clearing the dungeon up to our previous stopping provided a good ‘live-fire’ practice.  
Tilly leaned back into Sivan to indicate she was ready to go.  Sivan passed the gesture down the line until Mara leaned into me at the end.  I leaned forward into her back to let her know I was ready.  She leaned into Trenah, who passed it forward until the forward pressure reached Tilly, who shot through the door, the rest of the group hot on her heels.
I kicked into the chamber in the wake of my party to find everyone engaged with anthropomorphic snake people. 
“Naga,” Skryvonna helpfully informed me as I streaked towards the melee in the center of the chamber.  My team hadn’t got the opportunity to spread out, as the dozen or so snake people must have jumped on them as they entered. 
A green snake man was shooting up from the depths, a trident aimed at Sivan’s underside as she fended off multiple attackers.
Changing my angle, I kicked as powerfully as my knee joints would allow and intercepted the ugly fucker like torpedo tipped with a particularly nasty tri-bladed warhead.
Intent on his target, my victim never saw me coming as I slashed through his extended neck.  Kicking off the spasming corpse, I launched myself at the back of a trio of enemies working on getting through Trena’s defenses. 
Using my shield like a chakra disk, I decapitated one while burying my claws in the human portion of its companion’s spine. 
The one I’d hit in the back arched and stared back at me, her nearly human face awash with shock.  Only the slitted eyes, impossibly long forked tongue, and a dusting of green scales differentiated her face from that of a beautiful human woman. 
Trenah darted by, her sword flicking out to cut the naga woman’s neck open, breaking me from my momentary distraction. 
Scanning the fight, I honed in on the biggest issue, a burly male naga had wrapped his lower body around Mara’s legs while a slender, red-scaled female repeatedly jabbed at the ensnared woman’s head with a spear. 
Knowing I’d never make it in time to save the rakken woman, I willed Gill and Skryvonna out to help. 
My wives appeared in twin bursts of turbulence and bubbles.  Gill brought her mace down, but the water resistance prevented the blow from smashing the red naga’s skull like a melon.  Vonna’s scythe faired better as she slashed the male naga’s body in two, parting the humanoid waist from the serpentine tail with the precision of a surgeon’s scalpel.
The red naga turned to confront Gill, but my wife was already back in my head. 
Kicking free of the dying, bisected naga restraining her, Mara snatched the man’s harpoon from unresisting hands and drove it into the red naga’s back while she was distracted.
“Mage behind!” Gretch mentally screamed moments before cold and pain wracked my body.
Twisting, I caught sight of a blue naga female channeling some sort of icy beam at me. 
Skryvonna appeared behind the mage and struck, but her scythe bounced off a translucent blue shield. 
Grimacing, I extended a hand to fire off some bolas.
Tilly sent the mage, magic shield and all, tumbling with a tremendous blast of current before I could cast.  The water nymph, trailing nearly a dozen streamers of blood, like macabre demon wings, drilled through the water after the mage. 
The blue shield lit up again and again as Tilly sent pulses of concentrated water at her foe. 
I lost sight of the fight as a big male came at me head-on, his undulating snake body propelling him at speed.
Just managing to catch his spear thrust on my shield, I shot a bola into his snarling face at point-blank range.  The explosion of flash-boiled water temporarily blinded me as the superheated water scalded my hand. 
Kicking away from the pocket of hot water I’d created, I surveyed the chamber.  The underwater scene had become a hellscape of twisted serpentine bodies and a veritable vortex of blood flowing into our pretty little nymph. 
Sivan floated in the center of the room, her tentacles outstretched as she searched for more enemies.   The rest of the group swam nearby, and I blew out a watery sigh of relief when I counted them all off and noted no losses in the hectic melee.
“Looks like the next room is out the water, Chief,” Gretch observed.
Nodding, I headed for the stone ramp at the far side of the room while spinning my hand over my head to indicate that the group should rally on me. 
Once everyone was in place, I passed the lean back, lean forward signal down the line and took off up the ramp.
A slight but imperious red snake lady stood in the center of the crystal-lit stone chamber.  Six huge, blue male naga stood in a loose semicircle behind her, massive black shields obscuring their bodies. 
I checked my charge when I realized they weren’t attacking.  The rest of my group warily spread out behind me as they emerged from the water and took in the situation.
“Impressive,” The red woman hissed in a silky voice, not even drawing out the s sounds like so often happened in fiction.  “It seems you defeated all the younglings without losing anyone.”
Grimacing, I belched out the water in my lungs before answering, “You guys about to shoot a scene?”
She tilted her head, her slitted eyes narrowing in confusion.
Shaking my head at my own bad joke, I tried again, “Want to let us pass?  There’s no point in killing each other?”
Looking just as baffled as she had at my first question, the red snake woman replied, “Are you not running the dungeon?  What would be the point of passing through these halls and not fighting?  Our master would gain no mana, and you would gain no experience.  I’m sure our master would withhold any rewards if you passed through without fighting.”
Nodding at her solid logic, I changed to heavy armor and war-pick with a thought, asking, “Well, you ready then?” 
“I was waiting on you, human,” she replied as points of ethereal blue light sprang into existence in a crescent above her head.  The big males stepped forward, slamming massive shields into the ground and creating a living wall to protect their leader.
Figuring I was the tank in this situation, I rushed forward, bellowing a wordless war cry, intent on jumping the shield guys and taking out the mage before she could wreak any havoc with those menacing blue lights.
My plan worked, only in that most of the attention remained on me.  Pushing off the floor in a superhero jump, I readied my pick to strike. 
Streaks of blue met me at the apex of my leap, blasting me backward. 
Grunting and rolling on impact, I managed to roll to my feet, though my new position put me behind my companions.
Tilly and Sivan stood casting spells into the rank of shield-naga while the rest had charged into the line, weapons swinging.  Glancing down, I saw four smoking patches of charred chitin bracketing my torso like semicolons. 
“It is good that we make you so resistant to magic, but maybe do not take too many of those bolts, husband,” Skryvonna mentally quipped.
“Noted,” I thought back, shifting to my pure speed build and flashing back into the action.  
Sivan cast a lightning spell that lit the chamber and arced between the defender’s shields. It didn’t seem to do much damage, but it gave me an opening.
Sprinting around the right-most shieldsman, I plunged an icy fist blade into his kidney before he could adjust to block, though I nearly blew out my knees in the process.
The naga beside the one I’d struck spun, nearly matching my speed, and slashed at me with a wicked-looking cutlass. 
Swapping to strength, I caught the blow on my shield and kicked the bastard hard enough to knock him from his formation and into the waiting weapons of my own group.
My original opponent, somehow not incapacitated by a trio of blades to the kidney, lashed his tail around my supporting ankle and jerked me from my feet the instant my kick landed.
Gill appeared behind the burly naga, bashing at his head with her mace.
Moving fast, the big snake man shot upwards on his tail, causing her flanged mace to bounce from his mail-clad back rather than caving in his head.  The strength behind the blow still caused him to coil in on himself as Gill vanished back into my mind.
Before I could capitalize on the opening my wife had created, a pike flashed toward me in my peripheral vision.
I just managed to block the blow, and tar blast went off.  I was so entangled with my opponents that the hot, sticky substance splashed back on me as well as liberally coating my closest two adversaries.
Though the rubbery stink of tar burned my lungs, the heat of it didn’t penetrate the nullifying effects of Ceria’s new scale armor.  An evil grin tugged up one corner of my lips as I mentally shouted, “Stay in my mind!’ I took in a great lungful of rancid air and breathed fire into my opponents’ faces.
The flames more resembled a vastly overpowered blowtorch than the column of flame one thinks of dragons wilding, but it was more than sufficient for the job.
The tar coating our compressed corner of the battlefield ignited with a whump turning the immediate area into a sticky inferno. 
Screeching and writhing, the two shields-naga fled, but their efforts only managed to spread the flaming ooze. 
Being considerably less intense than dragon’s fire, the heat didn’t affect me at all, though the flames greedily consumed nearby oxygen and replaced it with oily smoke. 
Hacking and coughing, I lunged to my feet and stumbled through the sticky hellscape until I reached the far side and finally achieved my goal of closing in on the caster in the back line. 
The red snake lady’s upper body vaguely reminded me of Ceria with its dusting of red scales, though they weren’t arranged in artful patterns but rather scattered across her muted red skin like shimmering freckles.  She seemed to be holding some kind of barrier across the front of her diminished battle line, and the strain of it was evident on her face.
I darted towards her back, the tar coating my armor still trailing oily black smoke and persistent flames.               
The firelight must have alerted her because she dodged incredibly quickly just as I swung my pick at the back of her head. 
Hissing and drawing herself up, she spat in my face.  Only my enhanced perception of time allowed me to see and dodge the spray of green liquid to an extent.  Some stray specs hit my face and immediately started burning, but I’d kept my eyes clear.
Grimacing, I reversed my swing, aiming at her slightly less mobile torso and carefully piling on more speed.
The snarling hyena of my pick’s blunt end slammed into her hip as she franticly attempted to dodge the blow.  Her entire body flew to my right, and my weapon was blasted from my grip by the force of the impact. 
I briefly wondered if crushing blow had gone off as I summoned my pick back to my left hand while trying to flex feeling back into my right. 
“It did not, Master,” Gill reported.
Nodding, I turned my attention to the two males still ‘standing.’  Even as I turned, a blinding flash of lightning struck one, causing it to convulse and drop to the ground.
Lips pulled back in a snarl, I brought my pick down between the shoulder blades on the last, careful not to send the weapon spinning out of my hand again.  I wanted to swap to my full strength build, but was wary that the flames would transfer to the chitin armor, which had no specific defenses against it.
Crushing blow did go off this time, and the spike of my weapon bit deep, while smashing the blue naga to the ground.
Surveying the battlefield, I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw all of my companions still standing, though Trenah and Mara both seemed to have taken wounds. 
“Everyone all right?” I asked, stepping forward. 
My companions warily backed away, causing my brow to screw up in confusion.
“Sir… you are still on fire,” Elyria hesitantly informed me.




Chapter 22 – Gamer

My armor still trailed stinking smoke as I climbed up the ramp back onto dry land. 
“I had better learn about this pleasurable cleaning ritual I’ve heard so much about soon,” Ceria grumbled, though her tone sounded more teasing than serious.  “It’s disconcerting to feel so grimy while not having a physical body.”
“You have been neglecting us,” Skryvonna agreed.  “You should have polished your new armor before even wearing it the first time.”
“I’ll ask the blacksmith if he has something for scales as soon as we return,” I promised as I hurried over to my companions.
“It’s not that bad,” Trenah insisted to Sivan, whose right hand was glowing green where it pressed over the croc woman’s right bicep.  I guessed the reason when I noticed the blood smeared under the kitsune’s palm and liberally coating Trenah’s right side.
“How bad?” I asked, approaching the pair.
“To tha bone,” Sivan growled before snapping, “Still yourself, you great green ninny,” at Trenah, who was squirming uncomfortably under her ministrations, thick green tail lashing the floor behind her.
Convinced that Sivan had the injury under control, despite her rather dire assessment of its severity,  I glanced around and asked, “Anyone else hurt?”
“I got a bit o’ a scratch,” Mara drawled, drawing my attention to a long but obviously shallow gash across her toned stomach.  The ugly wound looked somehow blasphemous in the way it cut across the graceful swirls of her protective woad paint, marring the perfection of feminine muscle and art that made up her torso.
“I thought that paint was protective,” I observed while pulling a potion from my bandoleer and tossing it over.
“’Tis,” Mara smirked, casually catching the potion, her dark eyes glittering behind the natural mask around her eyes.  “I’d be holding me guts in with me hands without it.”
Tilly just smiled coyly as my gaze flicked over her nude, blue body in search of wounds. 
“Didn’t you have clothes?” I asked, feeling a bit guilty at the thoughts her full breasts automatically brought to mind.  My wives were privy to every thought, after all. 
“Your thoughts aren’t nearly bad as mine, Chief,” Gretch assured me in a lascivious mental purr.  Strangely enough, that made me feel much better about myself.
“I’d wear them too, if I were going to keep this form for the whole dungeon,” Tilly giggled in answer to my question.  “It’s too much of a hassle to keep up with a dress when going from one form to another so often.”
Nodding, I pried my gaze from the nude nymph and wandered over to Sivan and Trenah. 
“Healing potion,” I offered, holding one out.
“Might as well,” Sivan sighed, as she removed her hand from the wound, revealing a truly gnarly gash.  If this was after healing, her arm must have been nearly severed before.
“I’ve reknit the muscle and tendons, but I’m nearly used up,” the stern kitsune continued before suddenly wobbling on her feet, her knees buckling.
Trenah and I both lunged to catch the falling fox girl, Trenah’s tail rising to support the woman’s upper back. 
“Just tired,” Sivan murmured as we gently laid her on the stone floor.
“She didn’t have much time to recover from yesterday,” Trenah murmured, fresh blood coursing down her arm as the rapid movement had reopened the wound.
“We’ll head back,” I replied, though a part of me was a bit miffed about the glacial progress we were making in clearing the dungeon.
“You should search the next chamber before you go,” Ceria thought quickly.  “Unless I’m mistaken, this was the first boss room.  There’s likely to be another bind point here… not to mention the boss loot.”
I grinned, still dumbfounded by the game-like mechanics of this very visceral and real world.  And there’s nothing a gamer appreciates more than loot.
“Nothing?” Gill teasing answered my thoughts.
“Almost nothing,” I amended, sending her a pulse of affection through our bond.
After getting our wounded party members cleaned, bandaged, and on the mend, Mara, Tilly, and I started searching corpses, while Tilly stayed behind with a softly snoring Sivan using her lap as a pillow.
I noted the snake men were impossibly long, given the chance to inspect them up close.  Their blue tails were intersected with intricate diamond patterns of white.  We stripped the weapons and armor from the unburnt corpses and piled them in a central location.
I paused as I approached the downed magic user.  The woman lay against the back wall.  Now that I could take a moment to inspect her, I saw that her upper half was really quite beautiful, with angular facial features and medium breasts.  More importantly, she was very much not dead.
“Please, kill me quickly,” she rasped, a bit of fear and much pain coloring her expression. 
“I’d rather not kill you at all,” I replied, crouching down within talking distance but well outside of her reach… unless you counted her long lower half.
“Why?” she asked, her delicate brows drawing down in a perplexed frown.
“I don’t really have a reason to,” I replied, confused myself.  “I’m not running the dungeon because I love killing.”
“That’s how it works,” she said with a pained grunt as she used her arms to prop her upper body in a more comfortable position against the rocky wall.  “You adventurers come to the dungeon and try to kill us.  We try to kill you.  Either you defeat us and escape with riches, or we defeat you and add to our master’s power.  I will not permanently die if you just kill me now.”
“I’d still rather not,” I answered. 
I’d noticed she hadn’t moved her tail, and her body was kinked at an odd angle, where her hips would have been had she been human.  Well, she still had nicely flared hips, though they led into her snake half rather than legs.
“Why are you looking at me like that?” She growled.
“I was thinking about how to heal you,” I replied, still distracted by her unique body.  “I don’t make a habit of killing pretty women out of convenience.”
The red naga woman barked a laugh that quickly devolved into a pained groan.
“Don’t think to use me for your sexual perversions, human,” she snapped.  “Naga and humans aren’t even compatible.”
“I’m sure he could turn you into something more compatible… if you asked nicely,” Ceria said, having appeared at my side. 
“Not you, too,” I groaned.  “I have enough wives.”
“It would be nice to have another dungeon monster around to talk with… Master,” Ceria giggled.
I narrowed my eyes, sure that Gill and Gretch had supplied her with enough context to use that word specifically to brat at me.  Ceria just pressed a wet kiss to my lips and vanished.
“I would greatly prefer a clean death to rape,” the naga stated when I turned my attention back toward her.
“I’m not going to…” I sighed a took a deep breath.  “I’m Andric,” I said after gathering myself.  “What’s your name?”
“Shlathsasha,” she answered warily, “but you may call me Sasha if your tongue has trouble pronouncing it.”
“Great… Sasha, I’m not going to do anything bad to you.  I do want to help.  We may be adversaries, but that doesn’t necessarily make us enemies.”
“Kill me then,” she demanded.  “This pain is unbearable, and I will wake in a few days without injury if you would just finish what you started.”
I balked at the request. Typically, I would discount such a request as the delirious babbling of a wounded warrior, but she actually had a reasonable point.  Healing potions didn’t reset bones, and our only actual healer was asleep and out of mana.  By this time, I’d surmised that her spine was shattered, given the complete lack of movement below her waist.  Would I really be doing her any favors to try to heal her?
“Please,” Sasha whispered, her hands balling into tight fists.
I closed my eyes, trying to reason my way into what, in my mind, amounted to murder.  I could kill easily enough… on the battlefield. 
Even the slightly underhanded tactics the trolls favored didn’t bother me too much.  The objective of war was to kill the enemy before they could kill you.  However, once the fighting was over, it was time for the killing to stop.  I’d used my med pack to stanch the bleeding of an enemy combatant after a firefight, and our medics had treated him along with our guys. 
The problem was, the pretty snake lady with a broken spine was no longer a combatant.  Hell, she wasn’t even my enemy, really.  I knew in my head that killing her would be temporary, and even more merciful than trying to heal her. But I didn’t know if I could force myself to plant the bill of my pick into a helpless woman’s chest.
“Look at me,” Gill’s gentle voice commanded as her cool hand slid along my cheek. 
Opening my eyes, I met her golden gaze and smiled sheepishly.  She looked so beautiful with her silver skin and an understanding, soft smile on her face.
“Don’t feel bad,” my alpha wife murmured.  “You don’t have to be a stone all the time.”
Skryvonna appeared by my side and placed a hand on my shoulder, drawing my gaze to her four depthless, onyx eyes.
“My natural venom causes euphoria, localized numbness, and partial paralysis, Husband,” she said quietly while slowly lifting my dagger from my belt.  “The Naga will feel no pain, and she will be here to face us when we re-run the dungeon.”
I opened my mouth to say that she shouldn’t have to bear the burden, but Vonna smiled and laid a slender finger on my lips.
“I promise I feel less than nothing ending the life of a woman who blasted my husband out of the air and chipped my beautiful armor in the process. Even if she were not going to resurrect once we depart,” Skryvonna whispered into my ear, her fangs showing in a sardonic grin. 
I couldn’t help but grin back, even as goosebumps broke out on my arms at the cold certainty in my drider wife’s voice. 
“Let’s check the next room,” Gill suggested, twining her fingers into my own and bumping me with her hip as she turned me from the wounded woman. 
“We love you for your compassion as well as your strength, you know,” Gill said quietly as she led me towards an arched doorway with no doors at the back of the large chamber.
“Wait,” I said, shaking off the near trance my wives had put me in while convincing me to let them do my dirty work.  “We can’t go into the next room like this.  We need to go back and let the team heal up…”
“It’s fiiiiine, lover,” Ceria said, appearing on my other side and wrapping her tail and arm around my waist.  “That was the floor boss.  All that’s in there is the loot room and maybe another bind point.”
I hesitated, looking back at my team.  Trenah and Sivan still sat near the water, the latter clearly sleeping off excessive magic use.  We’d have to wait more than a single day to come back.  She probably wouldn’t have been so out of juice if we’d let her recover longer in the first place.  Tilly and Mara had apparently been paying attention the entire time and waited nearby, ready to lend their support if needed.
Skryvonna trotted up, her tail bobbing over her shoulder with her graceful stride. 
“Your snake girlfriend told me to tell you thanks,” she said, matter-of-factly cleaning my dagger with a cloth and re-sheathing it at my belt.  “I will… take point, as you say, into the next room.”
Ceria stretched over and kissed me on the cheek before dematerializing and recoating me in her scale armor.
Between the space of one step and the next, black mist coalesced around Skryvonna, and she ‘stepped’ into her complete drider form, chitin armor flowing up to cover her belly dancer silks and massive scorpion body stepping from the mist.
I made the rally hand motion to signal our intentions to the team as Vonna scuttled fearlessly into the next room, war-scythe at the ready.
“Clear,” she shouted even as I entered the room on her heels, her voice somehow menacing and slightly distorted by her chitin helmet.
Mara and Tilly spread out to the sides, though the relatively spacious room only held a bind point, two chests, and a ramp leading back down to the water on the far side.
I blew out a held breath in relief.  It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Ceria’s judgment, but if we had found another fight, we’d have been entering it down two teammates.  After the last fight, that seemed like a really bad idea.
“Just a loot room,” Ceria commented cheerfully. 
“Let’s get Sivan and Trenah in here,” I said to the others as I strode over and tagged the bind point.  “We’ll check out the loot and head back home.”
“Are you really going to take a day or two off for Sivan to recover?” Gretch asked innocently.
“Yeah,” I replied.  “I should probably give Galil a hand while we wait.”
“Or… you could lavish attention on your beautiful harem of loving wives instead,” Gretch countered.
“I’ll do both,” I chuckled aloud as I mentally answered.
“Good,” Elyria replied while Gretch just sent a feeling of love and lust through the bond strong enough that it nearly mimicked one of her lust blasts.
I helped get everyone comfortable in the loot room before approaching the chests.  Sivan hadn’t stirred as I carried her over and placed her head back in Trenah’s lap at the croc’s insistence.
“She did wear herself out healing my arm,” Trenah explained.  The least I can do is make sure she’s comfortable until we can get her into a bed.”
I had to admit, the croc woman’s plump thighs did look obscenely soft and comfortable.
Gretch and Ceria immediately started a campaign to add her to the family upon catching that unintentional thought. I just grinned and shook my head as I wandered over to the plain, wooden chests that bracketed the bind point. 
Flipping the lid on the nearest, I beheld a pile of darkened chainmail in the bottom of the chest.  Frowning in mild disappointment, I lifted it revealing another suit of blackened chain armor long enough to cover most wearers to the knees. 
“That one probably has an enchantment on it, given the difficulty of the previous fight,” Tic volunteered. 
“Some of the naga’s gear may be enchanted as well,” Ceria added hopefully. 
Nodding, I folded the armor over my forearm and opened the other chest.  The two soul gems and scattering of gold coins in the bottom looked underwhelming, but looks can be deceiving.  I grinned broadly at the haul, scooping the loot out and pocketing the soul gems before turning to my team.  
I lightly bounced the eight gold pieces in my palm, and the weight felt satisfying in my hand. 
Tilly watched me curiously as I approached.
“Two for you,” I said, extending a pair of coins toward the nymph.
“You’re… paying me?” Tilly asked, confusion written on her features.
“Of… course?” I answered, smiling awkwardly.
“You behave like a lord to their vassals,” Tic explained with a long-suffering mental sigh.  “When a lord retains vassals, providing room, board, and equipment, the vassal is expected to provide tribute or taxes to the lord.  There is no expectation of monetary remuneration.  She expects for payment to become due for the rather lavish benefits you have already heaped upon her… saving her from thralldom, providing her a habitat… feeding her.”
Tilly still hadn’t extended a hand to accept my offering, seeming lost in thought.
“Where would I even spend money?” she asked after another strained moment.  “Are you casting me from your home?”
“You can pick out whatever you want from the kiosk in the portal room,” I explained.  “Or take a trip to Concertina Town and see if you want anything there.  I’m sure Purple or some of the others would be happy to go with you so there aren’t any misunderstandings.”
“What do I have to do for the money?” she asked, a flirty smirk creeping onto her face.
“Oh, please,” Gretch exclaimed, having appeared beside the nymph, her spaded tail lashing in faux annoyance.  “You would pay us to hop into our bed, and you know it. 
“Seriously, you earned it,” I chuckled, shaking my outstretched hand to indicate she should take the coins.  “If it makes you feel better, everyone on the team is getting the same.”
“I couldn’t, Sir,” Trenah murmured quietly from her seat on the floor.  “I already owe you my… everything.” 
“I’ll take your coin,” Mara exclaimed with a throaty chuckle, stepping forward. 
“Of course, you’re part of a different tribe and should be paid…” Trenah sighed, though her eyebrow scales screwed up in a way that suggested she thought otherwise. 
Losing patience with the situation, I declared, “Everyone’s taking their share, or I’m leaving it on the dungeon floor.”              
Tilly reached out and plucked the two coins from my hand with a cautious smile and a little head bob of thanks.
“See, it’s not that difficult,” I chuckled, extending another pair of coins to Mara, who took them without hesitation, a wide smile on her lips.
I walked over to Trenah and pressed the remaining four into her palm, noting that her skin felt soft and warm, as opposed to the rubbery texture I somehow expected. 
“Mind giving Sivan her share when she wakes up?” I asked.
“Of course, Sir,” Trenah replied, still looking slightly uncomfortable to be taking money she clearly considered to be mine.  “You can trust me.”
“I know I can,” I replied, reflexively patting the dreadlock-patterned scales atop her head.  “And I’m not giving the money to you.  It’s yours for delving the dungeon with me.  I really should give you all more since the soul gems I’m keeping are worth far more than two gold…”
“Please don’t, Sir,” she interrupted with a fragile smile. 
“Fine,” I sighed, glancing away from her upturned face.  I couldn’t bear the reverent look in her reptilian, green eyes shimmering with unshed tears.
“Easy lover,” Tic gently admonished.  “She sees you as a near divinity.  She was a serf in a backwater settlement ruled by a tyrant.  Then she became a slave.  You freed her from that slavery, and you destroyed what was left of the tyrannical crocodilian leadership.  Then you took the rest of her tribe to a place where they will live eternally.
That’s not even taking into account that you live in a magical castle that you modify at will.  You have a harem of powerful wives who only speak well of you, and you  conscientiously make them more powerful.”
“This world is full of magic,” I mentally argued.  “Surely, it can’t be that amazing.”
“Andric,” Tic sighed, pausing for a moment in frustration.  “Your version of Earth uses technology in the place of magic, correct?”
“I suppose that’s one way to see it,” I cautiously replied. 
“So, imagine your greatest, most technologically advanced building.”
I’d never been in such a place myself, but I could imagine a futuristic mansion with all the bells and whistles.  Futuristic, yet refined, like a top-of-the-line luxury car, except in mansion form.
“Ok,” I answered, going along with the analogy, though I could guess what she was leading up to.
“Now imagine the poorest person, from the poorest country, entering that house,” She continued. 
“I see where you’re going with this,” I interrupted, “but I’m nowhere near the top of the food chain in Tournion.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Tic snorted.  “This is so far beyond what she could previously imagine, that you may as well be a god.  Not only her but most of your… tribe.  Only Skryvonna has an idea of how much you still have to grow.
“Well, and myself… but you don’t really consider me one of your people.”
I blew out a sigh and decided to come back to that last statement later.
“How is there such a power disparity when there is this whole system that allows people to literally level up, anyway?” I asked.
“Despite all your Earthly technology, people still starve on your world, Andric,” she replied in a weary tone.  “The rich and powerful typically only want to increase their own wealth and power, often to the detriment of the masses.  The same is true here.”
“But I’ve increased in power so many times over since arriving,” I argued. 
“Well… someone gave you some pretty good advice when you did arrive,” Tic teased before getting serious again.  “Besides that, how many times have you narrowly escaped death on Tournion?  Most people aren’t so eager to put their life in danger.  Most people just want to scrape out a living.  Many do take the gamble to increase their power through adventuring, and many die young.  Magic doesn’t mean equality any more than technology does.”
My worldview sufficiently subdued. I realized I’d zoned out for a few seconds during the philosophical, mental discussion, and my companions were looking at me with patient understanding.   Mental conversations were so quick that people didn’t usually pick up on my distraction, but I guessed this one had gone on a tad too long.
Grinning sheepishly, I made a lazy rally-up motion and stepped in close to Trenah and Sivan.  Once everyone was ready, I ported us back home.
Only, I didn’t appear in the familiar comfort of my portal room.
“Would it kill you to ping the map when your opponent leaves his lane, you fucking piss-infected cum bubble!” a short, stocky man with a chinstrap beard screamed. 
He sat behind a desk, slamming away at a keyboard and mouse, completely ignoring us, or perhaps unaware of our arrival.
Glancing around, I saw only my wives and Summons, all of whom were out of my mental plane and arrayed around me, looking confused.  All but Tic, whose expression reflected abject terror as she backed away until her wings hit a wall of red mist, at which point she sank to the ground and wrapped all four arms around her pulled-up knees, hiding her face.
“What the fuck is going on here?” I demanded, struggling to make sense of the situation. 
Apparently, we were in the Abyssal pocket created by my Abyssal Step spell, judging from the red mist that composed the room.  The mahogany desk, complete with an irate gamer nerd, was certainly a new addition, though.
“Hang on a sec,” the guy snapped, flicking his eyes up to glare at me before dropping his gaze back down to the light slate propped up on the desk, apparently serving as a monitor.
My stomach lurched as the most likely explanation for the scene reared its ugly head.   I’d never died.  This was all a fever dream or some kind of VR simulation.  All the people I loved were really NPCs or… worse, a figment of my imagination. 
Gretch and Gill closed in on either side of me, each taking an arm and pressing themselves protectively against me.  Skryvonna, Elyria, and Ceria stood before me, arrayed in a defensive formation, though no one held a weapon or shifted into a combat form.
“Oh, fuck you, danger kitty!” the man roared again, and I noticed he wore a slim headset.  “Fucking stealth ganking pussy!”
“What. In. The. Fuck!” I yelled back at him, unable to contain myself anymore.  My worries about my dungeon party, my sanity, and my wives threatened to tilt my mental state into complete gibbering madness while this asshole ignored us and played some kind of computer game in the Abyss.
The guy shot an annoyed look over the top of his light slate monitor and rolled his eyes. 
“Yeah, well, have fun trying to come back without me,” the guy grumbled into his headset.  “I’ve got more kills than the rest of you scrubs combined, and I’m out.”
So saying, he pulled off his headset and tossed it onto the desk with a sigh.
“Probably couldn’t have turned that around anyway,” he mused, a pleasant smile stealing across his face as he stepped around the desk.  “Nice to meet you, Andric.  I’m Barret, Herald of Tournam.”




Chapter 23 – Revelations

“What the fuck is a Herald?”  I demanded, my brain still struggling to make sense of the guy’s modern blue jeans and T-shirt that read ‘I Can’t Divinity Right Now – I’m Gaming.’
Logically, I understood the situation, but shaking the assumption that this all wasn’t real in some way was proving difficult.  My wives hadn’t parted to let the guy close enough to shake hands, and I was still nearly paralyzed by the idea that this joker was going to tell me that my world wasn’t real. 
“It’s an agent… avatar, maybe,” the guy sighed, running his previously extended hand through his close-cropped, brown hair.  “Look, the gods can’t directly intervene, so they use Heralds and Swords to do their dirty work.  Well, Tournam has Swords.  Trickery had Daggers. Death has Scythes… basically powerful, semi-divine entities that are allowed to kill mortals.”
“Why call Tournam by name but Kenloch and Grolam by their realm?” Gretch asked curiously. Her absolute calm, when everyone else seemed poised to fight or run, washed over me like that first step into a hot shower. 
“I speak with Tournam’s voice,” Barret replied with a patient smile.  “The others tend to notice when a Herald speaks one of their names.”
My own wavering sanity slowly righted itself.  The guy was speaking gibberish but didn’t seem to be indicating that my bonus life wasn’t real.
“You’re not going to tell me that Tournion is some kind of simulation or something, are you?”
I hadn’t meant to ask for clarification; the question just kind of slipped out while I wasn’t looking.
“No more than your previous life,” Barrett replied with a careless shrug.  “I mean, reality is hard to define, but you’re as alive on Tournion as you were on Terra.”
“So, we’re still on Tournion?” I asked, glancing around at the misty, red atmosphere.  “I thought we were in the Abyss.”
“The Abyss is part of Tournion,” he answered, speaking slowly, as if he was saying, ‘The water is wet.’
“Just as Heaven and Hell are part of your old reality,” he continued before pausing and mumbling, “well, they were before Forgiveness and Temptation lost out to Technology, and now Magic has defeated him…”
“What the fuck are you talking about?” I groaned, shaking my head to clear the madness the guy was spitting from my thoughts.  “Never mind, I don’t need to know where we are.  Why the fuck are you here playing video games?”
“I was waiting for you,” he spoke even slower, as if addressing a particularly dense child.  “I got bored.  The Herald of the Game God plays games when bored.”
I wanted to rail at his condescension, but now that my brain was processing thoughts again, I allowed some consideration for the fact that I’d been acting a bit simple since arriving.
“Don’t ask how,” Barrett sighed, walking back to his gaming chair and kicking back, throwing his boot-clad feet up onto the desk.  I felt one of my eyes twitching madly when I read ‘Wolverine’ on the bottom of what was clearly a rubber boot sole.
“You’ll just hurt your head trying to figure out how I’m able to do anything I do,” he sighed.  “Point is, we have some shit to talk about.  I have a quest to offer, and you need to get your shit together.”
“There’s no magic on Earth,” I said, seizing one of his insane statements to challenge him on. My brain was slowly catching up to the conversation now that I’d discarded the possibility that nothing was real. 
“You said the God of Magic defeated the God of Technology or something,” I reiterated.  “That’s not possible on my Earth.  There’s no magic.”
“Caught that, did you?”  He grumbled.  “While it’s not relevant to you, you’re broadly correct.  There was very little magic on Terra -- up until about six months ago.  Now there’s loads of magic and very little technology.  Kinda like when Pan, God of the Hunt, lost to… you know what…  It doesn’t matter why the dinosaurs are extinct.”
“I haven’t even been here for six months!” I exploded; the guy’s insanity was really starting to get under my skin, and the massive adrenaline dump I’d experienced was slowly resolving into anger. 
“That doesn’t mean that several years haven’t passed on Terra since your arrival.”  He groaned.  “Look, we’re getting massively off-topic.  When I send you back to your little Nexus, no time will have passed because we’re, where?”
“The Abyssal pocket from my spell,” I replied because that was obvious.
“So, if time moves differently here, what’s stopping it from moving differently elsewhere?” said he asked, voice thick with false enthusiasm before snapping back into a serious posture.  “Now, do you want to know what Tournam has to say, or do you want to keep trying to discover principles about the universe that a human brain couldn’t handle if you jacked your intelligence up to a million?”
I restrained myself from pointing out that he was human as well.  Heralds could take on whatever race they wanted, for all I knew.  My wives seem to have been struck dumb by Barret’s seemingly mad ramblings.  With the notable exception of Gretch, everyone had taken a step back when the guy had named himself a Herald.  If he was powerful enough to intimidate my wives, I figured I’d do well to stop shouting at him and pay attention.
“I’d very much like to know what Tournam has to say, Herald Barret,” I replied, grasping my shaken emotional state in iron bands of willpower and stabilizing myself.
“Have a seat first,” Barret invited, conjuring six plush chairs with a magnanimous sweep of his arm. 
I noted he was one chair short but chalked it up to Tic still being crumpled against the far wall.  Part of me wanted to hug her and assure her everything was okay, but this meeting very much had the feeling of being dragged before a military review board, despite how tolerant Barret had been of my outbursts so far.  The reality of a direct representative of Tournam choosing to talk to us started sinking into my thick skull, and I did, indeed, need to get my shit together to get us all out of this encounter.
I stepped between my still, mostly shell-shocked wives and sat directly across from the man.  To my amusement and mild annoyance, Gretch stretched languidly across my lap and shot a challenging glare at Barret, rather than simply taking a chair. 
Snapped from their immobility, the rest of my wives took seats.  Gill to my right, Skryvonna, my left, and the rest took the row behind.  Glancing over, pride stirred in my chest when I took in the regal demeanor with which my wives sat, any lingering fear or surprise hidden behind haughty, neutral masks of serenity.
“Well, you’ve got our attention, Herald Barret,” I said, leaning back and wrapping an arm around Gretch’s waist. 
“Quite,” he breathed, a flicker of annoyance crossing his face before continuing.  “First, let’s discuss Ticcandrus Bailfrith.”
I frowned but chose not to interrupt.
“Ticcandrus broke the rules of the game.  This is allowed and even expected by the Abyssals to some extent.  Her actions influenced your summoning odds, but the Abyssal faction attempted to make it right with you by spending their own influence in order to give you a much greater chance of an exceptional roll on a subsequent enhancement.  This did indeed make their faction square with you, though you had no knowledge of the situation.”
Thinking quickly, I was able to piece together that Tic had forced her way into my summoning, as I’d suspected, but I couldn’t think of what enhancement…
Gretch coiled the tip of her tail around my forearm, and the lightbulb came on.  Gretch’s unique and powerful racial enhancement must have been the compensation for them sabotaging my summoning probability.              
“I’m with you so far,” I acknowledged, meeting the man’s intense, hazel gaze.  “Seems like the issue is already resolved, but thanks for letting me know the details.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t call it resolved,” Barret retorted with a false smile.  “Before being allowed to become your Summon, Ticcandrus and her faction hatched a plan to flip you, so to speak.”
I just shot him a curious glance, suspecting I knew his meaning, but wanting clarification.
“You were brought to Tournion by Tournam.  Unless you decide to worship some other god, you’re what we would consider Tournam’s game piece.  I’ll spare you the long-winded explanation about how disputes between the gods are settled by The Great Game, which is Tournion, rather than fighting openly amongst themselves, as I’m not allowed to give you the relevant details anyway. 
“Suffice it to say that, while we have little influence on where your loyalties lie regarding natural influences within the Game, it’s a rather serious breach of the rules for a faction to go after someone’s loyalty from outside the framework.”
“Well, I haven’t decided to follow her goddess,” I mused.
“We know,” Barret said, and his smile turned predatory.  “We don’t blame the Abyssals when they try this stuff.  It’s in their nature.  However, we have contingent rules for when they break them.”
“Okay…” I slowly drawled.  “I feel like I’m not going to like whatever you have to say next.”
“Depends on how much you like your demon, I suppose,” Barret laughed.  “The contingent rules allowed her a period of time to accomplish her mission.  If she’d succeeded, then we’d extend an offer to the Celestials to have an agent attempt to influence some other new Player.”
I glanced over my shoulder to see Tic raise her gaze long enough to shoot an angry, tear-streaked glare at Barret from her spot against the wall.  As soon as she noticed me looking, she lowered her head back to her knees and covered her entire body with her wings. 
“She failed in her mission, though she was unaware she was under a time constraint,” Barret continued.  “We’ll take her off your hands.  She’s already quite corrupted your goblin, but what’s done can’t be undone.”
“I’m not corrupted,” Gretch declared indignantly.  “I already aligned with Apollyon more than Kinloch anyway.  Tic just helped me to see that.”
I winced as she wasn’t helping Tic’s case nearly as much as she seemed to think.
“I don’t think that’s going to happen,” I stated, turning the new information over in my mind as I spoke.  “Tic may not have been completely honest, but from what I understand, it would have been against the rules for her to tell me the whole truth anyway, right?”
Part of me was relieved that her motive was so innocuous.  I mean sure, she wanted me to be used by her divinity rather than the one I had as a default, but she could have had far worse ulterior motives.   
“I fucking knew you were going to say that,” Barrett grumbled, rubbing his eyes with a hand.  “Did she tell you that Priestesses of Kinloch constantly exude a mild aura of debauchery, much like the Abyss?  Every minute she spends with you or your people, she subtly wears down inhibitions.  That information is definitely not against the rules for her to tell.”
“Well, that explains certain aspects of my sex life,” I mumbled, glancing back at Tic.
“I hardly ever come out,” she said in a small voice, her glossy wings retracting just enough for her to peek out from behind them.  “I didn’t think it was important.”
She did have a point.  She rarely ever came out of my mental plane; most nights, she didn’t even come out to sleep like my wives.  I’d had a long time to think about the effects of the Abyss and concluded that reducing inhibitions was a far cry from behavior modification.  If anything, I’d become closer to my bonds when they’d revealed more about themselves, especially Skryvonna... and I had the scars to prove it. 
Grinning at my own sardonic joke, I nodded reassuringly at the sobbing woman and returned my attention to Barret. 
“What would happen to her if I let you take her?” I asked, more interested in my presumed patron’s morals than what would happen to Tic.  I’d already decided that she wasn’t going anywhere if I could help it.  Sure, he could probably take her by force, but I strongly suspected he didn’t want to lose me as a game piece… however that worked. 
“She’d go to the void and be just as eligible to be drawn as a Summon as any other soul.”
I opened my mouth, but Barret held up a placating hand. “She was banished to the void by her own faction for disciplinary reasons; neither Tournam nor I have any say in that.”
I closed my mouth.
“So, what hoops are you going to make me jump through to keep her?” I asked after a brief but uncomfortable silence.
Barret blew out a harried sigh swinging his booted feet off the desk to clump against the floor.  “It’s not that I want to make you jump through hoops, Andric,” he assured me with a pained smile.  “The rules are set up to be impartial, and even we, the architects of the Game, must follow them.”
“Uh-huh,” I grunted, folding my arms expectantly.
“If you keep Ticcandrus, we have to let one of the celestial factions choose your next summon,” he quickly said, as if ripping a Bandaid off to minimize the pain.  “I’m sure she would be an equal rarity in order to compete with Ticcandrus for your attention and loyalty.”
I didn’t know shit about the celestials, but Skryvonna stiffened and shifted in her seat, making me think adding a celestial to the mix could be problematic.  On the other hand, angels were probably pretty sexy…
I shook the notion from my head, laughing at myself for being juvenile.  Apparently, I should have let my wives carry out the orgy they were planning the night before.  Still, that downside wasn’t a big deal to me.  I was much more comfortable binding people that had already proven loyal to me.  If I really needed more summons that bad, I could start interviewing trolls, gnolls, and gremlins from Concertina Town.  I knew for a fact that a few, like Trenah, would already jump at the chance, though I didn’t want to take advantage of the girl.
The drawback wasn’t nearly as bad as Barret seemed to think it was.  All I had to do was not pull any more stupid gotcha draws.  Tic’s knowledge and impeccable advice were easily worth at least that much.  Not to mention, now that I knew what her unspoken motives were, I found myself much less reluctant to give in to her advances.  And all that didn’t even take her power into account.
“Done,” I announced, trying not to sound too smug about it.
Skryvonna turned towards me in surprise and anger.
“We can always just sell the celestial back if we don’t want whomever they send,” I assured her with a cautionary shake of my head.
“You can,” Barret agreed with an apologetic frown, “but if you do, they get to choose another as long as Ticcandrus is in your party and you haven’t joined her faction.  I’m not trying to be an asshole. I just want you to understand fully.  Also, we would very much appreciate it if you didn’t join any other factions.”
“Shouldn’t be a problem any time soon,” I said, careful not to firmly agree to anything.  “I haven’t heard of any gods that make me want to worship them over the general ideal of games and fairness.”
Barret glanced around at my wives and slowly nodded. 
“Great!” he exclaimed with another forced smile.  “Then we can move on to other topics.”
Tic suddenly jumped up from the wall and tiptoe-ran up behind my chair, kneeling behind me and wrapping her four arms around my torso.
“You won’t regret it, Master,” she breathed into my ear, her firm breasts draping around the back of my head.
Not only was it the first time she’d called me Master, but god damn, did she put a lot of sexual kick into the title.  Her words didn’t contain a trace of irony, and gooseflesh ran down my spine at her heartfelt declaration. 
Gretch smiled at the demoness over my shoulder and bounced her eyebrows suggestively.  Between her and Tic, I was nearly engulfed in sexy demon goodness, front to back, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t zone out a bit and just enjoy the moment right there in front of a presumed demigod.  I blame twenty-year-old healthy male hormones… and maybe Tic’s latent aura.  And the Abyss itself, come to think of it.
“If, uh, you’re done,” Barret politely interrupted.
“Right,” I said, patting Tic’s upper set of hands reassuringly where they were clasped against my chest.  “Next topic.”
“Do you want to be the Emperor of Torm?” Barret asked.
“Gods damn, man, you don’t pull any punches!” I laughed, though the absurd question had an easy answer.  “Fuck no, I don’t want to be the Emperor of Torm.”
“I didn’t think so,” Barret replied, grinning.  “Had to ask, anyway.  You may have noticed Torm and Tournam sound a bit alike.  The country used to be a stronghold of Tournam worship.  You should see the coliseums.  Anyway, Tournam would like the city back.”
“I’m not sure what that has to do with me…” I observed with mild unease as I waited for the other shoe to drop.
“Well, there’s a certain summoner among Scott the Triumphant’s ranks that happens to not only be Tournam’s piece, but a devout worshiper as well.  I think you’ve met her once or twice.”
“I think I may have,” I agreed, remembering the scary lady who’d chased me from an occupied Firemont with half the Tormian army on my tail.  If the tribal alliance hadn’t shown up when they did, she very likely would have got me killed, if not killed me herself.
“We’d like you to help her overthrow Scott.  I can’t tell you whose piece he is, but it’s not the god of fluffy kittens.”
“That’s an… interesting quest,” I said, noticing the blinking quest Icon in the lower right corner of my vision.   “How exactly am I supposed to organize a coup with a lady who wants to kill me?  A lady who’s probably either deep in Tormian territory or right outside the town I run, plotting to overthrow me?”
“Well,” Barret drawled, seeming to choose his next words carefully.  “If you continue to run the Dungeon of Deepest Sorrow, some of your weaker party members will almost surely die.  I can’t give you advice, but a rational person would continue running the first few floors until your party members’ levels sync up a little better.”
With embarrassment, I realized I hadn’t even considered the levels and classes of my party.  I’d pretty much just grabbed whoever seemed like they could function well underwater and assumed I’d be able to brute-force the harder parts, with my wives and me taking the brunt of the fighting. 
The first boss fight proved I’d grossly underestimated the difficulty of the dungeon.  I’d have been very hard-pressed to take that fight without the others to pull the attention of half the Naga, and even then, we’d had wounded, and our nominal healer had run herself dry.
“That’s excellent ‘not advice’,” I agreed.  “I don’t see how that answers my question, though.”
“If you continue to run the dungeon from the beginning, I suspect you may have an opportunity to touch base with the summoner in question,” Barret revealed with a lopsided grin.
I sighed, not really eager to embroil myself in Torm’s politics, but I definitely wanted to kill Scott, and this was likely a better angle than wandering around Torm without a plan.
“Come on, didn’t your military specialize in toppling foreign regimes?” Barret mildly taunted.
“To mixed success,” I grumbled. 
“Anyway,” he said, sitting up and clapping his hands together.  “As this is a quest from your patron deity, I’m authorized to give you a little help.”
My HUD light slate opened a window without my permission and displayed an ability.
You have been granted Diplomat’s Boon
Diplomat’s Boon – a player using the Diplomat’s Boon will show up as neutral to any faction that has a base reputation of less than neutral. 
Please note: Personal interactions are not erased by this buff.  Any individual who bears the player animosity will not have their personal feeling affected by the ability.
“Well, that basically allows me to finish my quest for the Firetails, unless I run into someone I know,” I observed dryly.  “Not sure I still need to run the dungeon with this.”
“Again, not advising, but many warlords run their soldiers and champions through dungeons if they have one available.  Warlords who are players have the added advantage of being able to simply teleport parties to the dungeon entrance and pick them up when they’re done,” Barret informed me smugly.
And again, I felt like a dunce for not getting it faster.  While I wouldn’t throw my townspeople at the Dungeon of Deepest Sorrow, for fear that they would drown, I did have easy access to another dungeon.  While I, myself, wasn’t allowed to run Kobold Delight because of my deals with it, there was nothing stopping me from allowing my citizens to power level in a dungeon that, while maybe not exactly friendly, had reasons not to want me pissed off.  Maybe I could even make another deal.
“Any more non-advice you want to bless me with, oh great Herald?” I asked with a thankful grin.
“No idea what you’re talking about,” Barret chuckled.  “Tournion is real, but it’s also a game.  Gaming the system is allowed.”
Nodding, I glanced over at my wives, but I didn’t get much of an indication of how they felt about the encounter. 
“So, are you going to take the quest?” Barret prompted after a few seconds of silence.
“Throw in a pair of Wolverines, and you’ve got a deal,” I replied with a sigh. 
Barret frowned deeply and sighed right back.
“Oh, come on,” I blurted.  “They’re my favorite brand, and you’re wearing a pair.”
 “What’s your size?” the Harald grumbled.
“Eleven,” I snapped, crossing my arms and not understanding what the big deal was.
He slowly reached his hand to the side and plucked a big shoebox from nowhere.
“Look,” he said, placing the box on the desk.  “Don’t wear these to adventure.  I can’t get you another pair… ever.  Just wear them to formal events and such.  Terran gear will be very fashionable to people who know.”
“That’s weird, but okay,” I muttered, surprisingly excited to get even the slightest thing from my homeland.  Still, I had no idea how steel-toed work boots would qualify as high fashion. “I’ll keep ‘em safe.”
With a pained expression, he slid the boots across the desk.
Gill stood and retrieved the box for me, saving me from having to extract myself from my demons.
“Anything else?” I asked after she gracefully returned to her seat, box carefully cradled in her lap.
“Nope,” he said, materializing his keyboard and mouse with a flick of the wrist.  “I probably won’t see you again.  Have fun with whatever bitchy angel you get saddled with.  Hope your little demon is worth it.”
I opened my mouth, but he waved his hand in a shooing gesture, and we appeared in my Nexus portal room along with the rest of my party, not a second having passed for them.
 Tic still clung to my back, and Gretch was still in my arms, though in a standing princess carry now.  With none of my wives in my head, we filled a good portion of the portal room with our arrival.
Purple padded over, fully clothed this time, and shot a wry grin down at Sivan.
“Mana exhaustion again?” she asked.
“Yeah, some cuts on Mara and Trenah also,” I answered.
Purple nodded and promptly sat on the floor and began inspecting Trenah’s wound.
“What are you going to do about the Herald’s quest?” Skryvonna asked, her expression severe.
“Complete it, I suppose,” I replied with a careless shrug.  “As far as I can tell, it aligns perfectly with what I want to do anyway.”
“These boots are exquisitely crafted,” Gill noted, having popped the lid on the cardboard box in her arms. 
I sidled up to her so I could peer into the box without setting my smirking hob-succubus down.  The tan boots just looked like regular work boots.  I always thought that new Wolverines looked nice before they inevitably became discolored within a week on the job site.  I guessed I was going to take a stab at keeping this pair clean as it was the last pair I’d ever have, if Barrett was to be believed.
“Are we running the dungeon again tomorrow, or are we taking a break like you intended, Sir?” Elyria asked. 
“I’ll drop in on the entry chamber each day,” I decided after taking a moment to think about it.  “I’m pretty sure Barrett was hinting that we’d run into Summoner Bitch Face there in the near future.  Other than that, we’re taking a few days off and resting up.” 
The members of my party who hadn’t been pulled into the forced meeting with Herald Barrett were giving me odd looks, but I decided to wait until I could hold a household meeting to go over the whole story.
“What are we going to do on our vacation?” Gretch asked with a saucy drawl.
“Probably mostly each other,” I laughed, curling my arms to kiss the incorrigible half-demon on her pouty lips.
The End
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If you're looking for an editor, Aaron can be reached at:
 
Aaron.g6981@yahoo.com
 
Ellen can be reached at:  Rem.saverem.was.right@gmail.com
 
There are tons of great Facebook groups dedicated to this type of literature.  I’m usually lurking around these groups, so if you tag me in a comment here, there’s a good chance I’ll reply.  Some of my favorites are:
 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem/
 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlit/
 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum/
 
https://www.facebook.com/groups/haremlitbooks/
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