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Welcome to Collisa!

Collisa is a new world brimming with opportunities for adventure and growth. It is also brimming with chances for romance and fun. This is the story of Dare and the life he builds for himself with the women he meets and falls in love with.

As you can guess, it is a harem tale, with all that includes. Be aware that it features varied and explicit erotic scenes between multiple partners. It is intended to be enjoyed by adults. All characters involved in adult scenes are over the age of 18.


Prologue

New Life

At the end of Pir, around two and a half months after the founding of Laketown, Dare and Lily were back in Brighthill Warren for a visit.

Rose was due to give birth to his child, and Koru had made portals for them to come down here, over the process of an entire day including both mana pools and regeneration. Considering she was Level 37 now, with the appropriate gear, and had more mana for portals, it was one of the farthest distances she'd gone with her portals in one trip.

To Dare's and his wife's amusement, the bunny girls of the warren were very interested in the scarlet orc, and quickly ushered her away to play with them. Koru went along gamely, although she looked a bit uncertain.

She was in for a wild time. And so were the bunny girls; the amazonian woman was the perfect person to chase them down, pin them, and mount them for their games.

In the meantime, though, Dare and Lily had a reunion with her mother Clover and Petro, his son with the petite white bunny girl. The boy was old enough to be running around and saying his first words, and he was a bundle of energy.

Petro was a bit shy around his daddy and big sister at first. But once he realized that Dare could catch him when he went bounding away in a random direction with his powerful cunid legs, he made a game of it and began bouncing around the common room. Luckily most of the surfaces were soft and the toddler could only jump a few feet, but even so Dare took care to catch him every time, and made sure he understand not to jump like that when he wasn't there.

“Don't worry,” Clover said to his clear concern as he caught his son for probably the thirtieth time. “You think bunny children don't learn that a bad jump can be disastrous pretty quick? They don't run face-first into walls, either.” She grinned at him and their boy. “He's only jumping that boldly because he knows you'll catch him.”

Lily, in an effort to befriend her brother after so long away, began showing Petro some of the magic tricks Dare had taught her, using bright copper coins. That lured a tired toddler away from his jumping game, and he was soon cuddled in his big sister's lap while she read him a storybook they'd brought as a gift.

About that time Rose crept into the room, already blushing right to the tips of her white ears. She was obviously as painfully shy as ever, but also just as clearly overjoyed to see them. She rushed over to Lily and hugged her tight, and the two squealed as they reunited after five months, Petro bouncing happily around them as he caught their excitement.

The bashful redheaded bunny girl looked absolutely stunning.

In spite of the fact that she was due to give birth in a few days, she remained as willowy as a dryad, her womanly curves graceful. The contrast of that slenderness to her hugely pregnant belly was as stark as Dare had ever seen, especially with how her small breasts had swollen to make a perfect handful.

On top of that she glowed with the joy of motherhood, which combined with her shy sweetness made her absolutely adorable. Dare couldn't help but stare in wonder.

Rose noticed and blushed all over again, milk pale skin flushing rosy pink over her entire body. She gave him a bashful smile, then leaned close to whisper in Lily's ear.

His wife grinned hugely and stepped over to him, whispering in his ear. “Rose would like to spend some time with you.” Her long white ears twitched suggestively. “Alone.”

He blinked and looked over at the slender bunny girl's big round tummy, swallowing a sudden lump in his throat. “As in . . .”

Lily giggled, still whispering in his ear. “Don't worry, it's perfectly safe to make gentle, romantic love, even this close to her due date.”

Rose looked at him expectantly, biting her lip with her adorable bunny front teeth, and his heart began to pound as he nodded and walked with her to her room, while she fidgeted bashfully and shot quick, eager looks up at him.

The thought of making love to his shy, sweet, beautiful lover when she was on the verge of having his baby was incredibly exciting.

Dare noticed that all the stuffed animals had been moved to a part of the expecting mother's room partitioned off for the baby, where a cozy cradle and changing table waited. It left a small but comfortable area for her, dominated by her bed stacked a foot deep with soft blankets and comforters and festooned with several pillows.
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Rose closed the door behind her and stood fidgeting with her hands clasped behind her back, looking up at him with shining blue eyes, her long, dark red hair shyly falling to partially cover her delicate features.

“I-I missed you, Dare,” she blurted, her near-constant blush darkening to an even more rosy shade. Which combined with the glow of motherhood made her soft, milk pale skin shine with such flawless beauty he wanted nothing more than to hold her, touch her, kiss her softly.

“I missed you too,” he said, gently pulling her into his arms.

His willowy lover sighed and melted against him, her big round belly pressing into his abdomen, and rested her head on his shoulder. “I've been-been wanting to, you know . . .” She squirmed in embarrassment. “I mean I've missed being, um, with you.”

“I have too.” Dare gently lifted her chin and tenderly claimed her soft rosebud lips, tasting her sweet innocence.

That seemed to open the floodgates for Rose. She kissed him back shyly but passionately. Her long, elegant fingers eagerly ran over his muscles, then slipped beneath his shirt to feel his abs. As she moved them up to his chest her breathing grew ragged against his lips, panting with need.

He stroked her hair, then slid his hands over her soft, narrow shoulders and down her sides until they rested on her big round tummy, wonderingly exploring her before teasing her outtie belly button. She giggled and shyly slipped her tongue into his mouth as his hands drifted lower, over her slim hips to her small, shapely ass, kneading her firm flesh before trailing through the downy white fur of her cottontail.

Lily's sister began insistently tugging on his clothes, and he helped her undress him as he continued to caress her sweet, innocent body. She whimpered in eager relief as his fingers slipped between her legs, her hairless mound soft and yielding, her petals flushed and dripping with her nectar.

“Goddess's, blessing, yes,” she panted, pressing urgently against him until his fingers found her pearl, then stiffening in his arms with a moan. “My friends have all been wonderful, but none of them can touch me like a man does.” She buried her face in his neck and began kissing his collarbone. “Like you do, my first and only mate.”

Dare rubbed her pregnant belly while gently slipping his fingers deep between her folds, hooking them in to stimulate her g-spot as he gently laid her down on the bed.

Rose spread her slim legs wide, opening to him like her namesake flower, and looked up at him with her small breasts heaving with desire, diamond hard nipples just begging to be teased.

But when he ducked down to take one into his mouth she grabbed his shoulders and pulled insistently. “Please, no more teasing,” she begged. “N-not right now. Later. Now I need to be joined with you. To feel you inside me. It's been so long, a-and you're the only one I feel comfortable with. The only one I want.”

Leaning up to kiss her in response, he pulled her hips to the edge of the bed, positioned himself at her glistening innocence, and gently pressed inside.

Rather than tensing as his girth stretched her small sex into a tight, pale ring around his tip, the bashful bunny girl relaxed and flopped her arms out to either side, closing her eyes and parting her legs even more, until she was almost doing the splits.

“Yes,” she sighed in a soft, sweet voice. “Oh yes, Dare! This is what I've needed.”

Dare gently pushed deeper into her welcoming channel, her soft walls rippling in a mild orgasm just from being penetrated. The pleasure was indescribable, especially as he looked down at his beautiful lover in such bliss. He stroked her hugely pregnant belly as he pressed against her cervix, and his cock throbbed eagerly at being fully joined with her.

Her hips rolled languidly against him, and he withdrew and plunged in again, a bit faster, her tight, sopping sex making a soft sucking noise as if to welcome him home.

For the next five minutes he made gentle love to Rose, the way Ireni so enjoyed. The shy bunny girl loved it too, sighing and breathing his name as she rocked her hips in time with his thrusts, elegant fingers clutching the bedding beneath her. She climaxed once, gently, then in a few minutes again more urgently, and he took that as his cue to speed up and begin rubbing her clit in time with his strokes.

He was so focused on pleasuring her that his own orgasm snuck up on him unexpectedly. When Rose tensed with a wail of pure bliss, velvety walls clamping down on him as she squirted all over his cock in her most powerful climax yet, he felt his pleasure rushing through him too powerfully to be held back.

“Rose!” he gasped, grabbing her thighs and tensing as he shot his first spurt into her. At the feel of it her own orgasm doubled in intensity, tight walls urgently milking him as he shot inside her again and again.

Finally Dare collapsed beside her on the bed and gathered her into his arms, kissing her softly. “I know it may be a bit silly to say when we haven't seen each other for so long,” she murmured, caressing his chest as he stroked her belly pressed comfortably against him, “but I-I love you, Dare. I'm happy I'm having your baby.”

“I love you too,” he replied, nuzzling her soft, dark red hair and velvety white ears. “I'll visit you and the baby as often as I can. You can come up to Phoenix Manor whenever you like, too. Or even stay there.”

His redheaded lover giggled uncertainly. “That's kind of you to offer, but . . . I don't know.”

He could understand. With her almost painful shyness being surrounded by strangers, even ones who liked her and wanted to be her friend, was difficult. It had taken her a tremendous amount of courage just to offer herself to him.

“Maybe somewhere else, then. We can take romantic trips to some place where just the two of us can be together, once the baby's older and we can get a babysitter for a few days.”

Rose sighed dreamily. “That would be wonderful. Hearing Lily talk about all the places you go, all the adventures you have together, sounds just magical. She's lucky to be able to share that with you.”

“I'm the lucky one.” Dare kissed her again.

They held each other for a while longer, then he wet a cloth in warm water and gently cleaned them both up. Although that had the inadvertent effect of getting the horny bunny girl all worked up, and she rolled onto her hands and knees with her hugely pregnant belly and swollen breasts hanging down beneath her, glistening sex lifted invitingly.

He was more than happy to climb up onto the bed behind her and push into her welcoming depths once again, while she moaned and pushed back into him. This time their coupling was briefer and more intense, moving together with gentle urgency as their pleasure mounted. Until finally he looped his hands beneath her shoulders and held her up as she went limp in climax, squirting her love juices all over his thighs.

They cuddled for a few more minutes after that, running their hands over each other's bodies and murmuring loving words. Then Dare once again cleaned them both up, dressed, and they made their way out into the common room.

Lily was on one of the comfy cushion chairs, cuddling Petro and reading him a different storybook, which looked more homemade and featured lots of fluffy animal drawings. The toddler seemed to have become fast friends with his big sister, and Dare smiled to see it.

Rose immediately made her way over to them, but before he could follow a small white hand caught his and tugged him farther down the tunnel.

It was Clover, smiling playfully as she tugged him into her cozy room with its incredibly soft, comfy bed. “Now that you've made tender, romantic love to my sweet daughter,” she cooed as she shut the door and pressed her flawless curves against him, “how about you plow my ass like a centaur field hand?”

Gulp.

“I missed you,” he blurted.

“I missed you too, sexy.” She giggled and pulled his head down to kiss him fiercely, slipping her small tongue in to tease his. Dare returned the kiss as he eagerly ran his hands over her soft little body, luxuriating in her pert round breasts, flat tummy, narrow waist, wide hips, and finally her incredible ass.

The snowy white bunny girl just as eagerly tugged off his tunic and pants, then yanked down his undershorts as he kicked them away. Revealing his cock, hard as steel in spite of having recently come twice.

“Nature's bounty, I've also missed playing with this,” she moaned, taking him in her soft delicate hands and stroking him firmly. “No carrot or traveler's cock in the woods comes close to comparing to this work of art.”

Standing up on tiptoes, Clover pushed his cock between her thighs so the top rubbed against her pouty labia, her arousal drenching him in a flood. That seemed to be all she needed to make him slippery enough for her, because with an eager squeal she bounded onto the bed, positioning herself on her hands and knees.

She looked upside down at him between her legs with a playful smile, waggled her ass invitingly, and reached back with both hands to spread her perfect globes, revealing her delicate pink pucker. “Waiting for an invitation, sexy?” she teased.

Dare grinned. “Just admiring the view.” Looking at the petite woman's lush body, it constantly amazed him that she could take his size so easily, and not only love every minute of it but beg him to go harder.

Clover giggled. “I'll have to give you a closer look later.” She smacked her cheek hard, making it ripple delightfully and leaving a pink handprint on her flawless, milk pale skin. “Come on, take me with that magnificent cock of yours.”

He wasted no more time stepping up behind her, grabbing her snowy cottontail and pulling her back against his tip. He slipped up her crack, then across her silken folds, gathering more arousal on his length, before finally taking himself in hand and positioning himself against her rosebud.

He knew from experience that the deceptively delicate woman loved it rough right from the start, and no matter how hard he rammed into her she always squealed with delight and begged him to stop being so gentle.

So while he didn't exactly slam it in, he didn't go in slow and easy, either.

Clover let out a glorious moan as he pushed unexpectedly deep into her bowels in one long, smooth thrust, her vise tight ring hugging his length from the tip to nearly the base of his shaft before he bottomed out.

She felt glorious, warm and soft and furnace hot, and as he withdrew he leaned forward to slide his hands up her taut tummy to her pert breasts, playing with her long, hard pink nipples.

His lover might've been older than Marona, but like all bunny girls from adulthood on she maintained the youthful face and figure of a college cheerleader. Her flawless skin was softer than silk beneath his fingers, her body quivering against him in pure enjoyment of their joining.

Dare sped up, thighs slapping Clover's with a satisfying smack with each hard thrust while she shoved herself back against him with increasingly loud cries of pleasure. It couldn't have been a more stark contrast to the gentle lovemaking he'd just enjoyed with her daughter, but in spite of the passion of their coupling he did his best to show her his love and affection, using all the skills he'd developed over the last few years to maximize her pleasure.

It only took a few minutes of intense fucking before she went off like a firecracker, squirting all over the bed beneath her with a piercing wail of pure bliss.

He kept going, driving her to a higher peak the way Lily always loved while Clover squirmed and buried her face into the covers, muffled voice screaming in delight as she climaxed again and again for the next few minutes.

He alternated between playing with her full breasts, rubbing her clit and sliding his fingers into her dripping sex, and grabbing her waist and sawing into her powerfully. He felt his balls begin to churn as his pleasure rose to match hers, and tensed as he felt his orgasm begin to rush through him.

The snowy bunny girl abruptly threw herself off his cock, leaving him blinking at where she'd been. He was still getting his bearings as she grabbed his shoulders and yanked him up onto the bed with surprising strength in her petite body, pushing him down on his back.

Then she crab walked backwards over him on her hands and feet, giving him a great view of her glorious ass and twitching white cottontail. She positioned herself above his cock, expertly lining him up with her gaping rosebud again, and with a hungry whimper impaled herself on him with the full force of her small body.

Dare groaned as her sphincter clutched his shaft even tighter in that position, stroking her velvety thighs and feeling the taut muscles in her legs as she began lowering herself up and down on his length with tireless enthusiasm.

It felt incredible, and it definitely seemed to be doing something for Clover. But if he had any confusion about her motivations for the change of position, it was quickly cleared away as her flushed petals parted and she squirted hard, her arousal gushing out to splash over his stomach, then again over his chest.

“Oh, fuck!” he gasped, arching his back against the weight of her descending body as her nectar drenched him.

Bunny girls were legendary for their copious arousal, and Clover was no exception; she squirted over and over again.

“Oh nature's bounty, keep doing that,” she moaned, squirming so her gushing sprays swayed left and right, covering him thoroughly in her heady fragrance.

Dare didn't need much encouragement as he felt his orgasm again rushing over him in response to this erotic situation. He grabbed her ass, bent his knees to get his feet under him, and thrust up into his petite lover with all his strength. Straining to hold that position, he began shooting powerful jets of his seed deep into her warm bowels.

His petite lover mewled in delight and slumped back to rest against his knees, pulling his spurting cock back with her. That changed her angle, and her squirting nectar arced up to hit him square in the face, gushing into his mouth as he eagerly swallowed every drop.

Engulfed in that wet heat, he squeezed her ass and flexed his hips as pleasure shot through his entire body in intense jolts. His orgasm lasted what felt like minutes, but was probably much shorter as her seemingly endless stream of squirts finally slowed to a trickle.

As his legs gave out beneath him Clover slumped forward to sprawl across his drenched chest with a moan of pure satisfaction, soft body warm and slippery with her own nectar.

She gently wiped his eyes clean of her dew, and he opened them to see her beaming down at him. “That was . . . fantastic,” she panted. “Usually I need a cunid lover to get me going like that, since they don't hold back.”

“You certainly didn't,” he teased, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand.

His snowy lover giggled. “Like that?” She reached back to smack his ass playfully. “Come on, let's get cleaned up and rejoin the others. I want to hear all about the adventures you and my daughter have been having up north.”

She bounded off him to the dresser beside the bed, grabbing a wet cloth and some soap. Dare sprawled back in her cooling arousal, breathing in its heady scent, and motioned to his belt pouch. “If you grab a Cleanse Target scroll and come back here, we can do this a lot easier.”

“What a gentleman,” she teased, finding the scroll and sprawling back across him. He used the fluids she'd helpfully provided to fuel the spell, purifying it into clean water and them along with it.

“You'll still have to dry the bedding,” he said with a smile.

Clover laughed and playfully smacked his ass again. “It wouldn't be the first time.”

After they dried out and Dare dressed they made their way out to rejoin the others, chatting and catching up for the next few hours. He presented Clover and Rose both with presents for them, Petro, and the new baby. Not only from him but from the others in the family, who all sent their love and hopes they'd be able to meet them soon.

They also went outside so Petro could see their raptors, Koru's and Lily's mounts and Dare's faithful companion Smoke, who kept the other two in line as they gnawed on bones and lounged on their tethers. The bunny girls were naturally wary of the bear-sized dinosaurs, with their sharp teeth and the wickedly long eviscerating claw on either foot, and even with reassurance stayed back.

His son, on the other hand, immediately took to Smoke. And Dare's perfectly tame and friendly companion, with its keen nose able to smell that the toddler was his son, seemed happy to be pet, Petro gently stroking the long black and ash-gray feathers along its neck.

Dare made sure the raptors still had what they needed and were comfortable, then they headed back inside to continue chatting.

Over time Lily's other sisters and their friends joined them, eager for a reunion and happy to share news of events here in the warren, then even more eagerly listen to tales of his and his wife's adventures together.

Koru didn't rejoin them, though. It turned out the bunny girls were too busy taking turns playing with her; hopefully they weren't wearing her out.

Dare wasn't too surprised when various bunny girls started pulling him into their rooms for some fun, too. Starting with Lilac, to nobody's surprise. They didn't quite make a marathon out of it, but over the next few hours he fucked her, Daisy, Chrys, and Orchid.

He was in the middle of fucking Berry's gloriously big ass when Lily burst into the room, expression glowing with excitement. “It's time!” she squealed.

Berry squirmed off him with a squeal of her own, barely taking time to wipe down her crotch and thighs with a cloth before disappearing through the door with his wife. Dare was left to clean up and dress before following, tense and nervous and joyful at the thought of his coming child.

He found Lilac dancing impatiently in the common room, holding Petro. Everyone else had vanished. “Here!” the petite bunny girl blurted, handing his son over to him then bolting for Rose's room. “We'll let you know when there's news!” she called over her shoulder as she disappeared inside.

Dare looked down at his son, who looked back solemnly. “Well, guess we wait,” he told the toddler, who burbled happily in response.

Unsurprisingly, Rose didn't want Dare there for the childbirth; that was strictly women's business as far as most Collisans were concerned. Also he was pretty sure the shy redhead would sink right through the floor in pure mortification at the very idea.

So for the next few hours he hung out in the common area, playing the jumping game with Petro, reading him stories, and sitting him down at the long dining table to help him eat mashed carrots and peas. Which, in predictable toddler fashion, his son managed to smear all over his face, raven hair, and black ears, having a great time with his meal.

Although the airplane spoon trick turned out to be surprisingly effective, and with some work Dare was able to get most of the food into Petro's tummy. Then he cleaned him up and entertained him with magic tricks and juggling.

Koru came in after a while, looking far more primped and girly than usual with her scarlet skin scrubbed until it shone, and her thick black hair brushed and braided into an elegant hairstyle. She was wearing a cute dress that fit her perfectly, and as she got closer he smelled a subtle floral perfume.

“Have a good time with our bunny girl hosts?” Dare teased; he hadn't seen her since they arrived.

Surprisingly, the brash orc blushed deep maroon. “They were very . . . friendly.” She looked down at Petro. “This is your firstborn son?”

“Petro,” Dare said. The toddler looked up at the huge orc with wide eyes, and he lifted him up onto his lap. “This is my friend Koru, buddy,” he said. “She's very big and strong so she can protect the people she loves. And she's really nice.”

Koru dropped into a crouch to soberly look at the boy. “He is the most beautiful baby I have ever seen,” she finally said. “May our own sons be so comely.”

He couldn't help but jump slightly at her wistful tone. His scarlet orc lover had told him she'd bear him strong children when they first became mates, but this was the first time she'd shown signs she was eager at the prospect.

He'd assumed that like Lily and Buttercup she was content to be his companion for a while before settling down.

Before he could explore her thoughts on the matter the door opened and Lily emerged, beaming with delight. “Congratulations, my love,” she murmured, coming and hugging him tight. “You have a daughter.” She took his and Koru's hands and tugged them towards Rose's room. “Come meet her.”

Dare's heart soared with joy at the news, and he lifted Petro in his free arm and followed his wife.

Rose's room was crowded with bunny girls bubbling with quiet excitement. Although they parted to give him a view of the new mother and their daughter, patting his back or resting a hand on his arm as he walked reverently to the bed.

Rose was buried beneath her soft comforters, propped up on pillows and holding their new daughter to her breast. Her milk-pale skin was flushed and sweaty from her travail, dark red hair limp. But she glowed with joy as she looked up at him.

“Come see our daughter,” she whispered, holding out a hand. “Our little Rosalind.”

Rosalind.

Clover took Petro from him so he could kneel beside Rose and look down at his baby girl in wonder. She had her mother's pale skin and both of their blue eyes, but the fuzz on her head was much deeper red, almost black. Her long ears were black, but faded to that same deep red at the tips.

Even just after birth, like Lily and Petro it was plain to see Rosalind had that same ethereal beauty. Perhaps even more so; she was the most beautiful baby he'd ever seen.

Rose beamed up on him, so overcome with happiness she forgot to be shy. “She's so beautiful,” she said in wonder. “So perfect. Our daughter. Our sweet, wonderful daughter.”

Dare held her and looked down at Rosalind, sharing the joy of that moment as Lily and Clover joined them, introducing Petro to his baby sister.

They stayed like that until the baby settled down to sleep, Clover gently carrying her to her cradle. Almost immediately Rose slumped back on her pillows and drifted off as well, exhausted.

They left the new mother and baby to rest and made their way out to the common room to continue the quiet celebration.

◆◆◆

Dare, Lily, and Koru stayed at Brighthill Warren for a few days, spending time with their family. Then they reluctantly bid their farewells to the bunny girls, and he held his children one last time while Lily hugged her mother and sisters.

He would've liked to stay for longer, but he had family waiting back home and duties to his province. And Rosalind wasn't the only baby being born around this time.

This was an exciting time for the family.

Not only had Rose had her daughter, but in only two or so weeks Marigold and Leilanna were due to have their babies within days of each other, if not sooner.

So they began the long journey by portals, 200 miles at a time, from the southernmost area of Kovana up to the northernmost border of Bastion. It again required a full day, with Koru sleeping and refilling her mana pool, and also waiting for her mana to naturally regenerate while they rode their raptors north at a hard pace to pass some of the distance.

They reached Laketown in the late afternoon, and in spite of Dare's eagerness to be with his family and check on some major projects, he murmured for Smoke to slow to a stop as they crested a rise overlooking the new town and the lake it had sprung up beside.

It was beautiful.
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They'd planned the streets straight as an arrow in square blocks, parceled out into lots and zoned for various purposes. The longhalls had been converted to inns, storehouses and trade headquarters, or meeting halls. A large theater rose next to the equally large and prominent inn the Waystop to the Wilds, which was open for business and flourishing. And next to that the newly opened Laketown Counting House, run by the same consortium of bankers and investors that Norril down in Terana was employed by.

Bakeries, clothing shops, and other high end businesses filled the downtown area, making it an ideal place for travelers and foot traffic. And with the market district right next to it, customers flowed back and forth between the two easily.

With the completion of the sawmill a month or so ago nearly all the new construction was built with cut boards and bricks, and roofed with wood or slate shingles. The original log cabins were slowly being phased out, the logs either chopped up for firewood or put through the mill if they were large and straight enough.

The sewers had long since been dug and lined with brick or stone, built to accommodate a city ten times the size of Laketown and still designed for further expansion if necessary. They led to an underground outflow reservoir that would feed into Purespring Lake, but not before a team of full-time Cleansers used Cleanse Target to convert the sewage into clean water and rich soil.

Since the spell was available and so incredibly useful, Dare felt it was well worth the effort and expense. He wanted his province to remain clean, productive, and fertile in the future. Not to mention a pleasant place to live.

On that note, Blacksmiths, Potters, and earth Mages he was diligently leveling up were creating pipes and tanks for the plumbing as they could get materials. Only a dozen or so buildings were plumbed at the moment, including the main structure of Phoenix Manor that had recently been completed, but more plumbing was installed every day.

Although at the moment the main priority was getting the water mains buried and run throughout the town. The crafters had created several large tanks in lieu of a massive single tank for a water tower, which they didn't have the capability to make yet. But the tanks they could make were elevated twenty or so yards above the ground, providing plenty of water for the town's needs, now and even when it was fully plumbed and significantly larger than it was at the moment.

Water was pumped into those tanks with the help of six large pumps powered by legendary chests, which Dare had managed to acquire at great expense on a trade expedition to Harald City; it had taken a lot of cut gems and refined gold, silver, and truesilver bricks from the mines to pay for them, along with most of their haul of monster loot over the last couple months.

But now they had them, and in light of their great value, not just monetarily but in how vital they were to Laketown, they were in a solid bunker right next to the guardhouse, with a guard on duty at the entrance at all times.

There was a wall to block anyone lurking outside from seeing into the structure, and nobody but approved crafters to maintain the pumps, Dare, Ireni, Lily, and a few town leaders were allowed in there. And nobody over Level 30 but those he strictly trusted.

Maybe it was paranoid, but he could envision someone scoping the place out, then switching classes to Phasewarper and opening a portal into there in the dead of night, walking away with a haul worth between 25,000 to 35,000 gold.

Enough for someone to live in absurd luxury for the rest of their lives.

Speaking of materials and mined wealth, the mines and quarries in the Cordery Expansion territory in Terana were up and running, and Koru was heading down there every couple weeks to bring back a sizable caravan of wagons hauling cut and dressed stone, ore, coal, and other necessary resources.

Thanks to that stone, a beautiful temple to the Outsider was being raised in a quieter part of the burgeoning town. Sia had assured him that it wasn't just vanity; having the holy structure there for her worshipers would allow her to bless the town in ways allowed by the rules governing a deity's ability to intervene in the world.

There were plenty of Adherents of the Outsider moving to Cordery, along with other settlers. The town that had begun with around 1,400 people had boomed to over 3,000, by far the most populous province in Bastion, and villages were springing up all across the territory as the rangers leveled up and began their patrols.

Dare was resolved there would be no wilds in his province, and unless people clumsily walked right into a spawn point they could safely travel anywhere. Of course, he still had a long way to go to make it happen, particularly with bandits plaguing the entire region and frequently creeping into Cordery to stir up trouble.

To say nothing of a few entrenched bands he had yet to pin down and eradicate. That and infrequent incursions from tribes coming down across the border from the true wilds, not all of whom were as friendly as the bovids who'd joined them a while ago.

But his rangers were up to the task, and Buttercup was quickly reaching a level where she'd be able to scry the entire province and alert him to any threats or issues needing his attention.

Speaking of his mouse girl consort, she, Lyan, Felicia, and the rest of the party they were teamed with were heading into town at the same time as Dare, Lily, and Koru, so they joined up. They looked tired but proud at what they'd accomplished that day, eager to share news of their progress while he was gone, and to hear news of their trip to Brighthill Warren and Rosalind's birth.

Dare briefly pulled aside the older ranger recruit tasked with leveling up with the two teenagers, but also keeping them from harm. His name was Timorin, a levelheaded and cautious Tiller who'd switched class to a Priest, and he seemed fond of his charges but also stern when they made mistakes.

At the moment he had nothing but praise for their efforts, which was a relief.

Dare pulled Buttercup up into the saddle with him as they continued on to Phoenix Manor, his squire and Felicia joining them on their horses while the rest of their party said their farewells and continued on to town.

“Have you been paying attention to the town's progress while I was gone?” he asked Lyan, doing his best to sound stern. “Or have you been too busy leveling up?”

The lad, who'd recently had his sixteenth birthday, looked affronted, although his slight smile showed it was all an act. “Of course I have. You think Lady Ireni or Miss Linia would let me shirk my studies?”

“Then let's hear a report.”

“Oh,” his squire said, looking surprised and a bit put on the spot. “Um, well the Counting House has connected to their communication and portal network between their myriad chapters, and are officially open for business. Master Yorill says that given the promise Cordery shows, his superiors are wiling to extend a line of credit of 20,000 gold to the province. At the usual rates.”

That would've been nice a month ago when Dare traveled down to Harald City to buy materials and goods the province desperately needed. Still, something to consider. “Good. What else?”

“Um, the Laketown branch of the Adventurer's Guild is pisse-” he cut off, flushing, “I mean irked that we're using all the spawn points for official purposes and keeping the province cleared of roaming monsters and dangerous predators with our rangers. They're complaining they can't get any contracts or jobs for their people.”

“They're free to venture into the true wilds,” Dare said mildly.

That drew laughs from Lily and Felicia, and Lyan grinned. “They prefer to work with solid information that won't get adventurers killed. We don't all have a memorized list of thousands of monsters in our head.” He perked up. “Oh, that reminds me that they're also pestering Lady Ireni, Miss Linia, and Sir Carnon about getting a copy of your monster compendium.”

Nothing new there. Those three were the only ones besides Dare himself who had access to the compendium. Ireni for obvious reasons, Linia because she was in charge of the Laketown guards, and Sir Carnon, a grizzled Archer who'd been Level 38 before being recruited and was now Level 40, the tentative cap for ranger officers, because he was the favorite to officially become commander of the Cordery Rangers.

The man had earned his position through pure merit, a smart, steady, and experienced leader who was fair to his subordinates and had quickly earned their loyalty. Beyond that, he'd fought under Lord Hormot in the Battle of Balor's Lair and been mortally wounded in the fighting, then like Bradis had fought on in spite of being severely weakened from powerful healing, bravely facing the arachnii patriarch who was 25 levels higher than him.

But most importantly of all, Carnon's biggest motivation for fighting had been that his daughter Mirabelle had been captured by Balor's Outcasts. The poor girl had been taken into the tunnels as part of the foul spiderkin's own harem, so traumatized by what she'd suffered that she remained catatonic.

The knight had sworn himself to Dare for two reasons: first, because of the shelter for battered women Zuri and Leilanna had established, where many others who'd suffered in Balor's lair were being helped. It had gained a reputation for its care and healing that was known throughout Bastion. Many of the 60 women they'd originally taken in after their rescue were recovering, and some had even returned to their old lives or with help were doing their best to start anew.

It was the best place for Mirabelle to get the care she needed.

The knight's second reason was that he felt a debt to Dare beyond simply being a fellow comrade in arms in the battle. “You found the camp,” he'd said when he asked to join the rangers. “You led us to it, then you stood by Lord Jind's side helping him kick in the teeth of those arachnii bastards. My Mirabelle would still be in that hell without your efforts, most like. On top of that you helped wipe out that cowardly assassin Bero and end the corruption of his guild in Bastion. You're a man worthy of following, and with my old life torn away this is the place I'd like to build a new one with my daughter, gods speed her recovery.”

Carnon's loyalty was solid and his skills indispensable; Dare was glad the knight had joined them.

“I'll have to refuse the Adventurer's Guild again,” he said firmly. “They'd just hoard that information and use it for their profit at the expense of everyone else, like they always do.”

Lyan grinned in approval. “They finally carried through on their threat to present a petition to the King.”

Of course they had.

Ostensibly it was illegal to bar adventurers from any monster or spawn point they encountered. It was in the Kingdom's best interest to let them go out and eliminate those threats, and a source of taxable revenue in the form of loot.

There was an easy workaround, though, and one that adventurers, nobles, and even the Adventurer's Guild itself had been using for hundreds of years. Ie, simply be the first there, staking your claim, and don't give other adventurers a chance to clear the monsters.

That was exactly what Dare was doing, albeit on a larger scale. And aside from the Guild nobody complained, either; he was keeping the spawn points cleared, providing income for over a hundred people who got a share of the loot, leveling up noncombat professions so they could be more productive and prosperous, and benefiting Cordery as a whole.

That was a damn sight more than what anyone else did with their information about monsters and spawn points.

“Anything else?” he asked his squire.

The lad shrugged uncomfortably, blushing, and shot a hasty glance at Felicia. “There was some trouble in the red light district yesterday. Although of course nobody would tell us what it was about.”

“As well they shouldn't,” Timorin growled, giving his charges a stern look. He bowed slightly to Dare. “From what I hear it was a matter of an underground trafficking ring, my Lord. Miss Linia and the guards cleared it up quick enough.”

That was good to hear, although it meant as baron of Cordery Province Dare would have criminal trials to deal with soon. Thankfully Ireni, with the help of Marigold who'd learned a lot from serving in Marona's household, had a lot of good advice on the law. And Lily, as a voracious reader, had been learning as much as she could as well.

Not that he wasn't doing his best to learn the law, too. It was just incredibly obtuse and convoluted, surprisingly so for a medieval kingdom, and his time was limited.

He set those considerations, and everything dealing with the town and province as well, out of his mind as he rode through the wrought iron gate leading into Phoenix Manor.

The newly completed main structure had three storeys, as planned, although the interior was still being worked on. It had started as logs, given a brick face as the brickworks got into full production, and the higher floors had been completed with brick.

It was a beautiful place, elegant and modern looking compared to the prevalence of wood buildings in town, or brick and wood, or even uncut stone and wood. It looked more like something out of the Colonial Era than a medieval setting, and he'd designed and built it with balconies and colonnades with that in mind.

A lot of the outbuildings, the stables and icehouse and outdoor kitchen and guest houses, were still made with logs or sawn boards. But the wings being planned would be brick as well, and the outer wall once it could be completed.

Dare felt a surge of pride whenever he saw their new home. Nirim Manor had felt like home as well, of course, and they'd worked hard to improve it and make it their own. But it had been a house they'd purchased, while Phoenix Manor they'd built with their own hands.

There was a particular satisfaction in that.

It had come with sacrifices. Camping for over a month in the summer heat, then moving into the great hall portion as the rest of the house was built around them. Long days working and supervising the construction while also diligently overseeing the building of Laketown.

Yet in spite of going from plumbing, hot water, heating, and even rudimentary cooling in their old home to such basic and trying conditions, all while caring for young children, the women he loved had never voiced a complaint. They'd remained cheerful and optimistic about the future they were building.

No thunderstorm floods, scorching hot days, or pestilential invasions of insects into their tent could dampen their spirits. And now, looking at their new home even finer and more comfortable than the beloved one they'd lost, it all felt more than worth it.

Dare couldn't help but grin and nudge Smoke to a faster pace, happy to be home and eager to see his family. As it turned out he wasn't the only one who felt that way.

Happy shrieks heralded the approach of Gelaa, Nic, Rellia, and Melinia, toddling towards him as fast as their little legs could carry them across the rough attempt at a lawn, which Leilanna was doing her best to grow quickly without proper sod to simply lay down. His heart soared at the joyful greeting from his children, and he gently lowered Buttercup down and slid off Smoke's back to meet them.

Although it was an even guess whether the toddlers were happier to see him or the raptor, who'd basically become the household pet and was gentle as a puppy with the children.

Behind them Es'wesa crawled in pursuit, just as happy but more placid in her excitement. She was as chubby as ever, a round little ball of joy just as her name would suggest, quick to smile and giggle and almost never fussing.

A sharp contrast to Melinia, who tripped on a bump in the lawn, fell without apparent injury, but even so immediately began to bawl, big blue eyes filling with tears.

Nic and Rellia didn't seem to notice, fluffy tails wagging with joy as they toddled the final distance, where Dare's son hugged Smoke's snout with a happy shout while his daughter tugged on Dare's pant leg, raising her arms to be held.

Gelaa, on the other hand, was ever the good oldest sister, even at just over a year old and the smallest of the older children. She turned and toddled back to Melinia, sitting down to hug her and babble comfortingly, then doing her best to help the catgirl up to her feet.

She was helped by Es'wesa as his hobgoblin daughter caught up to her big sisters. Although the baby's attempt to push Melinia up to her feet resulted in her plopping back down again instead.

Dare couldn't help but laugh a bit at his children's antics as he bent and lifted Rellia into his arms, kissing her head as she cuddled against his shoulder. “Hey baby girl,” he murmured. “I know, Daddy missed you too.”

Behind the children came their mothers, Zuri, Pella, and Se'weir following behind and beaming as they watched their children, along with the rest of his wives and consorts. Linia of course was back in Laketown, busy with her duties as Captain of the Guard; his friend had been dropping their daughter off with the family for the day more and more often over the last few months, mostly picking her up to have her overnight.

Trissela, gliding along on her mermaid tail, held a squirming Soli who looked eager to get down on the grass and try to learn to do the same. Which apparently for merfolk was difficult and usually didn't happen until toddlers, those who had a reason to spend a lot of time on land that is, were close to 2 years old.

As an alternative young merfolk would do a combination of gliding on their tail and crawling, using their arms to help support them while their tails pushed them forward. At 6 months his son was able to do that well enough, and was soon rushing to catch up to his sisters, making happy gurgling noises.

Petite little Seris was doing her best to hold Darga and Trias, but while the twins were too young to crawl yet they were certainly old enough to squirm, three fluffy black tails for each batting insistently at their mother's arms as they tried to get down.

In contrast Elien rested like a little princess in Selis's arms, beaming and sedately but happily waving at Dare with her little arms. In a way, according to the fox girl twins she sort of was a princess, because for vulpids more than two tails was very rare. The four black-tipped white tails tucked primly behind the placid baby were almost unheard of, and a sign of great prestige for foxkin.

Ian was just as calm in Ireni's arms, looking around at the world with curious eyes. Although once he saw Dare and Smoke he brightened and his little face lit up with a smile.

And finally Leilanna and Marigold with their hugely pregnant bellies, beautiful faces radiant as they rushed forward to greet him.

Melinia finally made it to her feet and she and Gelaa toddled forward again, Es'wesa burbling as she trundled after them, with Soli falling farther behind and making plaintive sounds.

Dare swept Gelaa up in his arms with Rellia as she reached him with small hands outstretched. Melinia hugged his leg in passing then toddled right past, joining Nic and petting Smoke's feathery arm.

He finally set Rellia down as Es'wesa began crawling all over his foot, tottering unsteadily to hold her arms up. His canid daughter made unhappy noises as she was put on the ground. She began hugging his leg while he picked up his hobgoblin daughter, cradling her and Gelaa close.

He juggled his children around a bit more to hold each one as Soli reached him, then Melinia turned away from Smoke, wanting to be held. Finally Nic abandoned petting the raptor for his turn to be held and hug his daddy.

By that time Dare's wives and consorts with the younger babies arrived, and he was happily swept up in another round of hugs and kisses. They all wanted news of Rose and the baby, and Clover and Petro and Lily's sisters and friends too.

Dare had also taken the time to check on Portsmouth village and make sure Baron Laneti was keeping to his deal to leave the place alone. It seemed he was; the place was thriving and Dare was given a hero's welcome. Especially when he arranged to purchase some of the village's surplus livestock for generous prices to grow Cordery's herds.

He'd also brought a gift for his son Brennais, in the guise of an early birthday present given as the boy's Guide. Brennais seemed to be doing well, and Brennal and Ellui's marriage remained strong as they rebuilt their lives.

Dare had been glad to see it. He just hoped they didn't go back to old habits, for the sake of his son and the boy's older siblings.

After Dare spent time playing with his older children and holding the younger ones, he made his way over to where Leilanna had begun work on her new garden, which would be even bigger and more beautiful than the old one. Although with her on the verge of giving birth she had to rely on helpers to do most of the work for her, and she seemed constantly frustrated that they couldn't do as well as she could.

“We need to hire an elf if we can find one,” she said. “Not to be rude, but we're just better at growing things.”

That was true enough. Although his dusk elf wife seemed satisfied when he convinced one of the Tillers he'd helped level up to take a break from tending several crops and to help her out.

Rellia insisted on staying in his arms for the short walk, contentedly hugging him around the neck while the other older children toddled around his feet or followed behind.

“She's daddy's little girl,” Pella said with a wide smile, leaning in to kiss her daughter's little black ears.

He grinned and looped an arm around his wife's waist, nuzzling her soft floppy ears in turn. “I'll try not to spoil her or let her wrap me around her little finger. Too much.”

They reached the beautiful patch of garden where Leilanna had started her efforts, and Dare knelt next to the four foot tall, six inch thick green stalk in the middle of it, which had sprouted half a dozen leaves as big as a dinner plate. Rellia reached out to rest her hand on the nearest leaf, and he gently rested his hand next to hers.

“Hey, baby girl,” he murmured with a smile. “Good to see you growing big and strong.”

He'd been planning on getting Koru's help to take a trip down to Rosa's clearing, so he could see about transplanting Eloise to Phoenix Manor. Now that the trouble with the Outcasts of Balor was over and the situation in Cordery was stable, it was safe for her to rejoin the family.

But it had turned out to be unnecessary. The demigoddess had sent an elk to carry his daughter here a month and a half ago, and Leilanna had been able to safely plant her in this spot. Which they all agreed was the best in the manor grounds.

His daughter's leaves trembled slightly in response to his voice; he wasn't sure if she could understand him yet, although her mother Rosie had said she'd be able to speak in sentences with a full vocabulary pretty much as soon as she came out of her flower in a few years. But he knew she could hear him, and feel his love for her.

The older children all gathered around their sister to gently touch her leaves. They were too young to understand an explanation about plant girls, but they seemed to instinctively know that Eloise wasn't just a normal plant and was special.

Maybe that was part of the magic of florans, which kept them safe from monsters and animals and generally loved by intelligent creatures. Or maybe they could see the love their parents had for her and showed that same love.

“You've got a new little sister, Eloise,” Dare said, smiling. “Rosalind. She's very sweet, and I think you'll love her. Hopefully you'll get a chance to meet her someday soon.”

They continued the reunion, setting aside business with the province and town for a few hours to enjoy time with family.

◆◆◆

Eleven days later Marigold went into labor in the late afternoon.

Unabashedly affectionate as his gnome consort could be, she shared the general opinion of women on this world that men had no business in the birthing room. Her labor turned out to be a long one, one of the longest of any of his children, so Dare helped the maids babysit the kids as he stewed, worrying for her and the baby in spite of the fact that childbirth on Collisa was usually much milder and safer.

Ilin had left his property to the north along the border, on one of his rare trips away from his and Amalisa's orphanage to buy supplies in Laketown, and he popped in to sit with them for a while. He held Gelaa on his lap as they caught up after almost a month.

The orphanage was doing well. Dare had supplied the building materials and food they needed, as well as ensuring they got plumbing and a septic tank. He was also giving them a monthly stipend per child, although Ilin had stressed that he'd like to run the place on private charitable contributions, or even their own income generated from the 10,000 acres of land Dare had gifted him, if possible.

“The kids would be happy if you'd pay a visit, though,” his friend said with a lopsided grin. “I keep having to open my Locks to run fast enough to entertain them after you spoiled them with Cheetah's Dash. And how the blazes do I compete with a raptor pet?”

Dare laughed. “It would be nice to check on the place and see how it's coming together.”

Ilin sobered, looking around the rough but well made interior of the new manor. “Not as fast as this place. You seem to do everything in a hurry, my friend.” He quirked his lips in a slight smile, looking around the room at all the playing children, then up towards the third floor with a raised eyebrow. “Including creating your legacy.”

Hard to argue that. “Speaking of which, how is Amalisa doing? She'd be about five months along now, right?”

His friend smiled proudly. “She is. Visibly showing and not letting it slow her a step. I don't know where she gets the energy, even with the help you sent us.”

Dare nodded, gently rocking Rellia in his arms. “How are things along the border? Any issues?”

“None so far, thank the gods.” Ilin chuckled and motioned upwards, where his level would be visible to those looking at his information. “I've been a bit busy for leveling lately.”

Dare could certainly understand that. He'd given his friend information about all the spawn points on his new lands, so he and Amalisa could level if they got the opportunity; after moving and taking full responsibility for the nearly two hundred orphans under their care, they'd understandably stopped helping Koru level. She'd begun working with a party of ranger recruits instead.

The Monk was Level 36 now, and Amalisa 34. A bit low to defend their lands, but they had their people scouting diligently and ready to send warning of trouble to the rangers.

A similar situation with the rest of his party he'd granted land to, who were all taking on tenants and managing their own lands while they spent much of their time away leveling. Along the border where they were, many of their spawn points were high enough level to give them experience. They took advantage of them when they were on their lands, sometimes teaming up with neighboring party members, but they still preferred going out into the true wilds with the party.

Most of them were following Dare's example of recruiting a few people, sometimes lovers, and helping them level. Horold had even married a new wife who'd switched her class to Paladin, a good fit for a leveling partner if she ever caught up to him.

Dare was finding more time to go out with them on forays into the true wilds, two or three times a week at least. And he and Lily could usually find several hours on most days to get some experience, having Koru open them a portal to a good leveling location and then using the Home Ward to get back.

He felt like he was finding a good balance between spending time with his family, building up and managing his province, Laketown, and Phoenix Manor, and leveling. Although he couldn't have done it without his wives and consorts, especially Ireni, Lily, Leilanna, and Marigold.

Although his Head Maid had needed to take a step back for a while now with her pregnancy, and would continue to need to do so as she focused on the baby. Zeliz, Dare's bee girl maid and courtesan, had stepped up to quietly take charge in her absence, by temperament and her apid nature hardworking, organized, polite, and friendly.

Also incredibly horny, in spite of the fact that as a bee girl worker she was sterile; she'd eagerly taken over many of the duties Marigold had cheerfully insisted on taking on in regards to satisfying the master of the house's needs, as well.

Not that Dare was complaining about getting pulled into secluded spots for some fun with the beautiful, affectionate courtesan.

After about an hour Ilin excused himself to head home, all the older children rushing to him for hugs before he left. “Congratulations in advance on your child,” he said as he clasped Dare's forearm.

“I'll give you news as soon as we have any,” Dare replied, pulling him in to slap his back. “And I'll make time to visit the orphanage sometime this week.”

“Good.” The Monk strode out the door, and Dare got back to entertaining the children and trying not to stew as the hours passed.

He hoped Marigold was doing okay; this had to be a real ordeal for her with the labor lasting this long.

Eventually the maids helped him put the children to bed, standing back and watching with a smile as he read a story to the older ones. They weren't old enough to understand much more than maybe cute animals in the pictures (including raptors, since they all loved Smoke so much Marigold that had found an artist to draw adorable cartoons of his animal companion).

But he figured they enjoyed the sound of his voice.

After the story he kissed them goodnight and made his way back down to the parlor area in the great hall, where he did his best to read reports and notices from Laketown and the province. Although mostly he just stared at the same page about projected harvests from the settlers' extremely late crops, ears pricked for someone coming to give him news.

Finally Pella bounded into the great hall, beaming like the sun and fluffy golden tail wagging in a blur in her joy. “Marigold had the baby! A beautiful boy!” As he hurried to stand she grabbed his hand and tugged him towards the stairs leading up to the third floor.

Dare ran after her, heart soaring. They took the steps three at a time and down the short hall to the huge master bedroom that dominated the floor, Zuri opening the door and ushering them inside.

The giant bed that filled almost a quarter of the room was empty aside from Marigold lying propped up with pillows on one end, the rest of his wives and consorts gathered around her. Dare quietly made his way to the bed, looking down at his pink-haired consort in love and wonder.

She looked absolutely exhausted and wrung out, skin pale and sweaty and ankle-length pink hair pulled back over the pillows behind her. Even so she gave him a brilliant smile as she stroked the perfectly bald head of the baby at her breast.

“Come meet your son Marcus,” she murmured, holding out a hand.

Dare sat down beside her and brushed his son's cheek with a gentle finger. He'd heard that gnome babies had even more disproportionately large heads than most babies, and Marcus was no exception. But instead of making him look odd it just made him even more adorable. “He's beautiful,” he murmured.

“Just like his daddy,” Marigold said proudly. “Our sweet boy.” She held his son out, and he gently took the tiny baby in his arms, sharing her smile of joy.

Although after a few moments her smile faltered. “Promise me you'll keep him safe, my love,” she said, tone surprisingly intent. “No matter what happens.”

Dare blinked and tore his gaze from his son's perfect face to look at his consort. “Of course I will,” he said, a slight question in his voice; where was this coming from?

She shook her head fiercely, pale cheeks flushing with the depth of her feeling. “Please, a real promise.”

He settled onto the edge of the bed beside her, resting a gentle hand on her knee. “Is there something wrong, sweetie?”

Marigold opened her mouth, hesitated as she looked around at all the women of the harem and maids gathered around, then shook her head and clasped his hand with both of hers, grip surprisingly tight given her weary state. “This can be a harsh world, and I don't want Marcus to have to . . . I mean I want him to grow up happy and safe with a family who loves him.”

Dare wondered again if he should press the woman he loved on this mysterious past that kept putting a cloud on her happiness here. He respected her privacy and wanted her to feel comfortable telling him in her own time, but if it was something he should know . . .

He would always err on the side of trusting her, though. “I promise on my life, I'll keep Marcus safe,” he told her solemnly, looking down at his son. “No matter what happens, his father will be there to shield him from this harsh world.”

His gnome consort slumped back in relief and gave him a radiant smile. “Thank you,” she murmured, eyes drooping in pure exhaustion.

They retreated away from the bed to let her rest, Ireni gently taking Marcus from him as Zuri took his hand and led him out of the room. Together they made their way to check on the children, and give any who might be awake the good news about their new little brother.

◆◆◆

Three days later Dare was woken around midnight by Leilanna's sharp cry as she had her first contractions.

The entire room went from slumber to bustling activity in the space of fifteen seconds, and he dazedly found himself being ushered out into the hallway by a gentle but firm Ireni. “We'll give you news as soon as we have any,” she said, kissing him warmly before closing the door.

A bit at a loss, he stumbled to his office and slumped in his plush leather chair behind his desk. He'd had a vague plan to check the report on the semaphore system he'd been building throughout the province for swiftly communicating long distances, but he'd neglected to light the lamp before sitting down.

He settled back in the comfort of his chair in the darkness, intending to get up in a moment to light the lamp. The next thing he knew he startled awake as light streamed into the room from the open doorway, Zeliz poking her head in.

“Here you are, Master,” she murmured. “We've been looking everywhere.”

Dare cursed inwardly at his lack of discipline and bolted to his feet; Leilanna deserved better than for him to be napping while she had their child. “How is she?”

The bee girl smiled warmly. “Mistress Leilanna, or your new daughter?”

His breath caught, heart soaring, and any sleep haze vanished in a flash. He eagerly ducked around the maid and bolted down the hall, then up the stairs. Pella opened the door at his approach, smiling broadly as she stepped aside.

“My love!” Leilanna said in a hushed voice, beaming like the sun as she held out her hand to him, the other cradling their daughter. She looked weary but radiant, obviously having had time for the others to clean her up and brush her soft snowy hair after the birth.

While he'd been sleeping obliviously.

Dare hurried to the bed and leaned in to embrace his wife, kissing her softly before looking down at his new daughter in delight. “Velissa?” he whispered, the name they'd planned if they had a daughter.

“Velissa Aleneladris Portsmouth,” she agreed happily. “Our little lady.”

The baby had inherited her mother's delicate elvish beauty, skin a paler gray and the downy tufts of hair on her head a shimmering jet black. Her big eyes blinking sleepily up at him were a breathtaking rose pink, and her little face was perfect.

His wife held Velissa out to him, and he tenderly took his daughter into his arms, cradling her close. “She's so beautiful,” he murmured.

“Of course she is,” Leilanna said with a pleased laugh, looking proud. “Look at her parents.” She took his elbow and gently tugged him down to sit on the bed with her, snuggling into his side as they beamed down at their baby.

Their wives and consorts gathered around them, sharing the joy of the moment as their family grew. Happy, hopeful voices speaking of their bright future together in their new home.


Chapter One

Lord of the Land

Dare leaned on the railing of the crow's nest, thoughtfully stroking his neatly trimmed, iron gray beard as he looked out at the dark shape on the horizon.

So that was it. Nil, the fabled Lost Continent. Overrun by monsters for so long that many of them were max level. A cursed place. A perilous place.

The waters along the beaches, the ground along the shore, the undergrowth, even the air itself, all seemed dingy and dull. Polluted by countless years of defilement by the poisons, curses, corruptions, and diseases of supremely powerful monsters.

Dare could see it all clearly with Eagle Eye 8, gained last level. He could see the shores teeming with monsters, ranging from rats the size of dogs to legendary beasts like giants and dragons (monster versions of them, at least), leviathans, krakens, woolly mammoths, immense apes, dinosaurs, and others he'd never seen before and couldn't identify.

At least not at this distance, not even with the upgraded range of his Adventurer's Eye. He didn't even want to guess what their levels were.

Satisfied with his glimpse, he leapt down from the crow's nest to the deck below. It was only 60 or so feet, barely enough to make him grunt with effort as he landed. Especially with his items that reduced fall damage.

The bigger challenge was landing softly enough that he didn't damage the decking beneath his feet and get the ship's captain annoyed at him.

Ireni waited at the railing with Lily, Koru, Buttercup, and Trissela. His bookish wife's burnished copper hair had long ago faded to pure white, and while she'd always been small age had made her absolutely tiny. Yet her glow had only brightened with the years, until she seemed to shimmer like a vessel of pure glass filled with radiant light.

Trissela similarly showed her years, her seafoam green hair faded to gray and her smooth skin wrinkled. Her deep blue tail had faded to a more washed out teal, and its scales showed hints of roughness.

Koru's powerful female bodybuilder physique had shrunk over the decades, and she'd developed a stoop that left Dare almost as tall as her. Her gorgeous scarlet skin had faded to a more rusty red, showing heavy wrinkles, and only a few black streaks remained in her iron gray hair.

Buttercup's luxuriously soft tan hair and fur had turned gray-streaked white and roughed with age. Always small, now she was absolutely tiny, shriveled and hunched over her cane. She'd gained Level 50 and gotten Forever Young, same as his other wives who were willing to spend a few years of effort to live 10 years longer. But even so musids had a shorter lifespan than most races and she was reaching the end of her years.

It had been a full life, and true to her word she'd borne him dozens of beautiful children, human and musid, in back-to-back pregnancies. But he still felt a pang at the thought of a world without her.

It made him think of the other loved ones he'd lost. And the fact that with his gift of longevity from Sia he'd outlive them all, probably by several decades.

Possibly even some of his children, which was a thought he couldn't even bear to contemplate.

Dare loved his wives beyond words and still desired them, although he could admit that as they aged they'd shown less interest in sex, preferring to spend quiet time together in each other's arms instead. They always joked that he had younger, more energetic wives and consorts if he was feeling frisky.

And Lily.

In sharp contrast to his other four wives, his beloved bunny girl looked as young and achingly beautiful as the day he'd first seen her. Only the deep wisdom and maturity in her gray eyes, still adorably hidden behind big wire-frame glasses, showed she'd enjoyed the same years of a full and happy life as the rest of them.

That, and the fact that she now wore her lustrous silver hair to her shoulders, complaining of the hassle of caring for it when it was waist-length, and usually kept it in a ponytail. “Long, adorable hairstyles are a young woman's game,” she'd joked when she made the change a decade or so ago.

With a sharp pang Dare realized that she, too, was reaching the end of a normal cunid lifespan, even with the extra 10 years she'd earned. Since her race remained youthful looking and beautiful right up to the moment they died of old age it was easy to ignore that, and tempting to do so when the alternative was so heartbreaking.

Clover's death had caught them all by surprise, even though she'd lived a long and full life and had passed on surrounded by family who loved her. It had hit Dare hard, in some ways even more so than Marona's years earlier because he hadn't mentally prepared himself for it.

Losing loved ones was one of the greatest pains of growing old, inviting introspection and putting a lot of things into perspective. Such as what was truly important in life.

But for the moment Dare put aside such melancholy thoughts. He smiled at his wives, but went straight to Ireni to pull her gently into his arms. “Nil's an ugly place, sure enough,” he said. “The monsters I saw are absolutely terrifying, and I couldn't even get their information.”

“And yet they'll halve your party's leveling time,” she said with a laugh, voice vibrant and strong in spite of her frail body. “As long as your theory that the entire continent is one huge monster horde is correct.”

Lily grinned eagerly. “Double experience for normal monsters, quadruple for party rated, octuple for full strength raid rated.”

Koru laughed, voice still rich and booming. “Octuple makes me think of our adventure with the cephalids a few weeks back, husband. From what I saw you did a lot of octupling.”

His wives all giggled, young again for a brief moment in their levity. “Don't pretend like you didn't have some fun with the adorable squid girls yourself,” Lily teased.

Dare grinned as he thought of Annasia and her handmaidens, with their soft little bodies and eager tentacles. He'd been more than happy to leave a few cephalid babies in the tummies of some of them at their insistent pleading.

Trissela laughed. “If we get started talking about our husband's past exploits we'll be here all year.” She took his hand and kissed it with a soft smile. “So what do you think, my love?”

“I'll have to check the levels,” he said. “But even if the lowest level we can find is 90, we should still be able to beat normal monsters. And if we find 80s so much the better.” He kissed Ireni's head and grinned at her, Trissela, and Buttercup. “Hey, if we can find Level 70s we might even be able to get you and some of the others in the family involved.”

Ireni smiled fondly. “I'm mostly here to keep you company, my love. Although it might be nice to toss a barrier or two on you, for old time's sake.”

“Do you really think it's possible?” Lily asked, bouncing up and down in excitement. “Just imagine how fast we could get levels if all our experience was doubled or more.”

Dare grinned at his bunny girl wife's enthusiasm; age hadn't dimmed her energy in the slightest. “As long as the easier monsters aren't rubbing shoulders with Level 100s, we should be able to do it. Just imagine . . . we'd be the first people in living memory to set foot on Nil, the Lost Continent, and explore its secrets.”

Koru grunted in satisfaction. “After all the other secrets we've uncovered and wonders we've found, this would be the prize.”

“And we might even be able to reclaim the continent for settlers,” Ireni agreed, resting her head on Dare's chest. “If your party can get to Level 90, you might be able to start killing Level 100s. The first to manage it in millennia.”

Text appeared in the corner of Dare's vision, making him laugh. “Quest offered. Become Legend: Reach Level 90 and kill a Level 100.”

Level 90. After reaching Level 60 in a matter of years, the last 22 levels had taken over half a century. “Even with double the experience, I'd have to live another 70 or so years at the most optimistic projections to manage that.”

“I did give you longevity,” Sia said, eyes twinkling as she took the fore. “And who knows what you might get with these levels.”

True. Unlike the earlier levels, where he'd gotten a new ability every 5 levels and multiple better abilities every 10 levels, through the 70s he'd gotten a new ability or powerful upgrade to an ability every level, and an especially good ability or upgrade every two levels.

Then for 80, 81, and 82 he'd gotten absolutely sick abilities for each one. As in, making him nearly godlike in comparison to even people several levels below him.

That did a lot to make up for the increasing amount of time each level took, to the point where the last couple had taken over a decade apiece.

Might some of those abilities on the way to 90 slow his aging, or even reverse it like Forever Young at 50? Was it possible he'd actually be able to reach Level 100, even though Sia herself insisted it was impossible?

Lily straightened in amazement, pointing. “Wow, look at that!”

They all turned to see the shore was finally visible as a dark line on the horizon from the deck. Along it monsters could be seen roaming, huge and terrible and shocking in their numbers.

“Okay, enough talking!” Trissela said, rubbing her hands together briskly. “Let's go underwater and check the monsters along the shore, my love. We need to see if a landing with your full party would even be possible.”

Suiting her words, she unabashedly shed her dress, revealing her sagging breasts, and with effort pushed herself over the railing to splash into the ocean. Although once in the water she became as nimble as any of their merfolk and merkin children.

Dare stripped down to his undershorts and dove in after her. He moved swiftly in the water now thanks to Eel's Elegance 5, although as usual he needed his mermaid wife's help holding him under as he breathed in water to activate Amphibious.

It sucked every time, no matter how often he did it. Like drowning, although thankfully only for fifteen or so seconds as his lungs fully filled and adjusted to breathing water.

Getting out was even worse, because emptying the water from his lungs was more difficult and painful than filling them; whoever had designed this ability deserved a kick in the balls.

He did his best not to thrash as Trissela held him and comfortingly rubbed his back. Soon enough he was breathing normally, or at least as normally as he could while knowing he was breathing water. It gave him all the oxygen he needed, but he always felt like he needed to breathe faster or harder, the liquid thicker in his throat and lungs than air.

Nodding to his mermaid wife, he looked around and saw the bottom of the boat above and the murky depths below. A school of fish flitted past chased by a few dolphins, who caught sight of them and came to investigate.

Trissela pet the nearest one, smiling as it turned corkscrews around her with cheerful chittering noises.

Dare absently patted one as it curiously nosed him, then turned towards the shore and shot off, his wife flicking her tail to keep up. The dolphins swam with them, flipping onto their backs now and again to swim upside down. He took their presence to mean there weren't any dangerous sea monsters around.

About the time the seafloor rising to shore became visible below, carpeted with reefs surrounded by verdant sea life, a shape abruptly loomed in the distance. The dolphins screeched and scattered, and he and Trissela backpedaled.

It was a kraken the size of a cruise liner, his Adventurer's Eye identifying it as a Level 87.

Behind it loomed another shape, a vast whale seeping corruption that was Level 93, and in the murk beyond other monstrous forms.

Okay then. Sea battles were tricky but doable, since the monsters were programmed to go after people on the boat rather than the boat itself. It actually made for some pretty epic fights, like something straight out of a game or movie.

Or, if they wanted to spare the boat collateral damage, they could fight in the water. Dare's party had some experience in that from helping the cephalids. It was a pain for his companions since most didn't have water breathing or swim speed abilities like him, but with the help of high level enchantments and water specific buffs from Estellis they made it work.

The 93 was a no go, but they could kill the kraken and other lower level monsters as needed, and avoid the more dangerous ones. All part of the joy of trying to tame a continent overrun by monsters.

He was about to suggest they turn back when a shipwreck caught his eye, just short of where the monsters roamed. Within the rotted hulk he caught the shimmering white of a statue made of pure truesilver, shaped to look like a hulking orc warrior.
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Huh. That statue was worth a fortune, and it was just the freebie on the way to the prize. There was no telling what sorts of treasures, dungeons, wonders, and other amazing discoveries waited on the Lost Continent.

Dare couldn't wait to have Koru open a portal back to Independent Territory to gather his party and auxiliary raid, so they could get started clearing the way to establish a beachhead.

Trissela gave him a wide smile, beckoned, and darted off back towards their ship. Soon she was lost to the gloom.

He took a last long look at the sea monsters swimming in the distance, vast, deadly shapes in the murky depths. And they weren't even party or raid rated; fights at this level could be intense against even normal monsters.

Then he started to turn, only for the water to begin pressing against him with surprising weight, restricting his movements. He tensed, checking his character sheet for status effects, but couldn't access the information systems.

The water closed in around him, warm and soft, and his panic eased to contentment. The underwater gloom became the darkness of the master bedroom in Phoenix Manor, the warm softness the comfort of the women he loved cuddled against him, with a heavy comforter laid over them. Almost too warm for his tastes, especially since the heating system was working fine and kept the entire mansion toasty.

Dare absently nuzzled Se'weir's soft shoulder as he mulled over his dream. She stirred with a contented murmur and pushed back against him, finding his arm and pulling it tighter around her as she drifted off again.

He had vivid dreams sometimes, and some of them could get pretty interesting, wild, or even downright bizarre. Like all dreams, he supposed.

This wouldn't be his first one about exploring and adventuring, unsurprising considering what a large part of his life it filled. But he couldn't recall one where he was old and visiting a place he'd never been, with memories of an entire lifetime of things that hadn't happened.

It had been incredibly vivid, too. And normally a sensation like his drowning as he acclimated to that so-called Amphibious ability would've woken him right up in a panic.

On impulse he checked his Quest Log, and his heart began hammering in his chest at what he saw right at the top: “Active Quest. Become Legend: Reach Level 90 and kill a Level 100.”

What the hell? Had that been an actual glimpse of the future?

Gently disentangling himself from Se'weir, Leilanna, and Zuri, he did his best not to wake anyone as he crawled along the line of feet until he found Ireni's auburn locks fanned out on a pillow, Seris and Selis cuddling her between them with their tails affectionately wrapped around her.

He rested a light hand on the blanket covering her delicate foot and gently shook until his wife stirred, lifting her head sleepily to squint at him. Thanks to Owlsight he could see better than her, so he was probably just a silhouette in the darkness.

“It's me,” he whispered. A few of their wives and consorts stirred, but thankfully didn't wake.

Ireni clumsily disentangled herself from the fox girl twins and crawled over to climb into his lap, cuddling him sleepily. “Waking me for some late night fun?” she mumbled, voice playful as she kissed his neck. “I'm game.”

Dare felt himself stiffen against her soft thigh at the invitation, but gently cupped her cheek to look into her big green eyes. “I need to ask Sia about the dream and the quest.”

She blinked drowsily. “Dream, quest?”

He frowned; usually his High Priestess wife knew what was going on thanks to her closeness with the goddess that dwelt within her. And especially if Sia was behind it. “The dream about the future, and the quest to reach Level 90 and kill a Level 100 on the Lost Continent?” he said hesitantly.

“What?” Sia snapped to the fore, body stiffening to sudden alertness. She sat absolutely motionless for almost ten seconds, then hissed. “Oh, that bitch. That fucking bitch. This is not cool!”

Ireni startled as she abruptly found herself at the fore again. “Honey?” Dare asked, looking down at her uncertainly. “What's going on?”

The other girls were stirring at the commotion, Pella climbing over to hug the petite redhead, soft brown eyes anxious.

“I-I have no idea,” Ireni said, looking flustered. “Usually she leaves at least a thread when she goes off to other business, but she's just gone.” She looked panicked. “She's not there at all!”

“Shh,” Dare said, stroking her back. “I'm sure she'll be back soon.”

“And in the meantime we're all here,” Zuri said, climbing into his lap with Ireni to join Pella hugging her.

The petite redhead seemed only slightly reassured. Which was understandable since Sia was her constant companion, more intimate than a lover. “What's this about?” she asked, looking up at him anxiously. “What was your dream?”

He explained his dream in detail, drawing some excited murmurs from Lily, Koru, and Trissela at being part of it. Ireni listened intently, but she was fretting too much to react.

“The Lost Continent!” Lily said, eyes shining. “The ultimate goal for any adventurer. Could we really get there, even if only when we're old after a lifetime of leveling?”

“You could,” Sia said, abruptly snapping into the fore. “But don't read too much into the dream. It wasn't the future, just a convincing prediction of a possible one.”

“What's going on?” Dare asked. “If you didn't give me that dream, who did?”

“Her name wouldn't mean anything to you since she's an unknown deity,” his goddess wife said, scowling and obviously still furious. “Also because it's a bunch of random numbers and letters so that way she can be sure it'll stay unique. Some call her the Tireless Tinker. While most of us were working our will on Collisa to see our desires made reality, she was quietly working to actually make the world, and later the world system, function. Basically doing the necessary tasks that no one thinks of or wants to do.”

“So she's like Ireni?” Pella said, affectionately kissing the petite woman's head.

Sia laughed. “I guess so. Maybe that's why I love her.” Her scowl returned in full force. “Aside from when she pulls shit like this.” She abruptly pulled free of them and scrambled to her feet. “She shouldn't be fucking around in my husband's head!” she fumed, pacing angrily up and down atop the bed. She was so small and slender her feet barely dented the firm mattress. “Even if it was just slipping a dream in, it was beyond unacceptable!”

Dare fully agreed. His goddess wife was one thing, but he didn't want his dreams to be the personal playground of the deities as they screwed with him.

He'd thought the chances of that were over after Rollo's prank and Sia's reassurances she'd settle the matter, and it was definitely freaking him out.

“Why did she do it?” Zuri asked, hugging him protectively.

“Oh, it's always irked her that Nil is just sitting there,” Sia said, waving absently. “She saw how fast Dare is leveling and wants to see if he could actually get the place cleared so people can start using it again as intended.”

She clenched her little fists at her sides. “She could've at least asked me, though! You're my husband and it's my job to protect you from their meddling. Damn her and her socially oblivious competence!”

A thought occurred to Dare. “Wait, does that confirm that the level cap is 100?” His goddess wife had refused to tell him when he'd first arrived on Collisa, and steadfastly kept it a secret all this time.

“Oh for the love of . . .” Sia growled. “And she just went ahead and let out that secret, too! That sort of thing is supposed to be a wonder for people to discover!”

“So what do we do?” Lily asked.

“Nothing to do, it's just a goal for the far future that you probably had anyway.” His goddess wife fretted her lip. “I've reclassified the Tireless Tinker's quest to a Divine Quest, though, since it sure as hell wasn't future Ireni who gave it to you. You'll get a ton of experience and probably a permanent buff if you ever complete it, like you did for helping Tremuloides.”

Well that was pretty badass.

Se'weir yawned hugely, rubbing her tummy. “So what do we do right now?” She grinned. “Do we go back to sleep, grab a late night snack, or have some fun while we're up?”

Marigold made an exasperated sound. “We're only two days away from our trip to Redoubt for the Council of Lords with a ton of things to prepare. We need our sleep.”

His hobgoblin wife nodded agreeably. “Okay then, I'll just go grab a snack.” She grinned at him. “Want to come with me and I'll gobble up your sausage too, husband?”

Dare laughed. He'd never say no to a loving blowjob from Se'weir, and actually he wouldn't mind a late night snack either. “Sure, since I'm up.”

“That usually doesn't take much,” Lily said to a chorus of giggles. “Maybe I'll come share his sausage w-”

The door burst open and Buttercup bolted in, big black eyes wide with urgency. “Bandits!” she gasped. “I just found their camp on our eastern border.”

Dare was on his feet in a flash, scrambling off the bed and reaching for his clothes. Lily, Koru, and his mouse girl consort similarly scrambled to dress to accompany him out into the cold.

Buttercup faithfully scried the border of the province every day at noon and midnight, and did a more thorough inspection of the whole territory every morning. She actually made a great Fargazer because musids were nocturnal and had excellent night vision, and that translated to her scrying as well. She could see details almost as well in the dark as during the daytime.

He appreciated her diligence protecting their province, especially at times like this.

Zuri handed him his spear and bow, and he slung them on his back as he picked up his small mouse girl consort for a sprint to the Ranger's Hall in Laketown. “What did you see?” he asked as they bolted down the stairs.

“A dozen tents, going by their sizes probably enough for around 30 to 60 people. I backtracked the route they probably took across our border from Direstream Province with my scrying, and saw the sites of three different attacks, two roadside ambushes and one farmstead.” Her gentle features turned sorrowful. “They killed everyone from what I could see, and left the bodies to be picked at by carrion eaters. It was awful.”

Dare hugged her closer and comfortingly patted her back as they bolted through the great hall towards the entry room. “We'll make sure those are the last innocents they hurt. Any sentries?”

Buttercup shook her head. “None, which isn't surprising. They're hunkered down against the storm.”

Storm, eh? The clouds had hung low and leaden that evening, so it was no surprise it was snowing. Dare made sure they bundled up in full winter gear in the entry room, including snow goggles he'd commissioned for his family, the guards, and the rangers. Then they braced themselves for the cold and ducked out into the driving wind and icy flurries.

The temperature was well below freezing, unsurprising for a province as far north as Cordery just days before the New Year. Fighting in this would be a pain, but on the plus side it might make the attack on the bandit camp go more smoothly since it was doubtful they'd be expecting it.

He whistled, and an answering screech heralded Smoke appearing like a shadow through the storm from the direction of the raptor paddocks. His faithful companion obligingly carried Koru and Buttercup, gentle and careful enough to safely bear them without a saddle at least for the short trip to Laketown.

Then he activated Cheetah's Dash, and with Lily and Smoke to either side they charged across the estate, down the hill, and into Laketown, the snow driving into their faces and making him grateful for his goggles.

Dare kept three parties of nine rangers on standby at all times in the Ranger's Hall, on their downtime from stints patrolling the province. Three other parties would be out on patrol, hunkered down in the snow and doubtless wishing they were in their hall by the hearths, or mulling over a mug of ale in the Waystop to the Wilds or one of the other inns. The remaining two parties were on leave in a rotating schedule.

Combined with the guards it was a huge force for one province, but they had the populace to sustain it and the guards and rangers served other duties too. They were also rotated down to the Cordery Expansion in the Gadris Mountains for guard duty on the mines and quarries.

Besides, on the kingdom border it was good to have a standing force; they'd already been called up once to stamp down a monster horde, and twice to provide a strong front for negotiations with large wild tribes encroaching on the province.

Then there were always the forays into the true wilds. Those didn't happen as often as Dare would've liked, and they'd only thoroughly explored for a few hundred miles north of the border thus far. Still, he was loving the discoveries they were making.

Two rangers kept watch in shifts at all times at the hall. When Dare and his wife and consorts burst through the door with word of bandits, they sprang into action. One ran to wake the rest of the standby rangers, while the other bundled up and disappeared into the storm to fetch Sir Carnon from his house nearby.

Meanwhile Buttercup led the way to the detailed map of Cordery and the surrounding areas that was hanging on the wall. She'd personally drawn it based on what she'd seen in her scrying, then Dare had commissioned an expert mapmaker to polish it up under her supervision.

As they gathered around she pointed out the location of the bandit camp. She also carefully described the area so Koru, who by this point had visited the entire province, could cast her portal in an ideal location hidden behind a nearby rise.

His orc consort had become much better at pinpointing exact locations for her portals. To the point that even Duke Hormot, who was much higher level and had a lifetime of experience mastering the Phasewarper class, praised her progress.

The rangers swiftly joined them, geared up and looking alert and ready in spite of being woken in the middle of the night. The party leaders reported in, and half a minute later Carnon burst in out of the snow and made his way over to take charge of his rangers.

Dare left it to Buttercup to fill them in on the situation. His timid consort worked extensively with the rangers and was comfortable with them, so she was fairly confident as she described the bandit camp and the surrounding area.

During that time Koru had been casting the portal, and within a half hour of Buttercup bursting into the family's bedroom with her warning the rangers were pouring through the giant shimmering sphere, straight from the warmth of the hall into the driving snow behind a rise 60 miles away.

Ambushing ambushers was ridiculously easy when you had a Fargazer scrying them from half the province away, and a Phasewarper to plant a portal right on top of them in a quick deployment for a surprise attack.

Dare lay prone on the rise overlooking the bandit camp, inspecting the enemy. Smoke perched alertly at his side, a gray smudge like its namesake in the storm. Around him 27 rangers, all above Level 30, gathered as silently as wraiths in the storm in their white fur cloaks.

Almost certainly massively overkill for the situation, especially with him, Lily, and Carnon there, but part of his policy going into a fight was overwhelming force. It served to reduce the risk of casualties, let his forces take enemies alive to face justice if possible, and prevent any from escaping.

He didn't have any worries about any of these bandits escaping, though, and not only because of the three parties of well trained, well equipped, and well leveled rangers around him: they also had Buttercup on their side.

Not only could she scry 200 miles now that she was Level 32, after five and a half months of dedicated experience farming, but she could also lay a ward over the area to alert them if any bandits slipped the noose. And thanks to her intel about numbers and activity, even if she hadn't been able to see classes or levels, Dare was confident they'd catch them all without issue.

Buttercup was already getting to work casting the ward, Koru perched beside her ready to cast another portal, and Lily standing guard over them. At Level 47 there were few people in the entire region who were a threat to his bunny girl wife. For that matter, Koru and Buttercup were both sufficiently high level that most common bandits would be weaker than them, even though they were noncombat classes.

In spite of those reassurances, he left two rangers back as added protection just in case.

Sir Carnon stepped up beside him, a silent question in his brown eyes, and Dare nodded curtly. The Archer gave a few quick hand signals and two of the parties slipped off the rise, fanning out to surround the camp.

In the meantime Dare's party of Stealthers, comprised of a mix of melee, archers, casters, and healers optimized to fight intelligent enemies, vanished from view. As the other rangers secured the camp they'd go into the tents one at a time and neutralize the bandits.

He'd gotten flak for encouraging some of his rangers to pick Stealth classes for a party of specialists, since those classes unsurprisingly carried the stigma of being favored by criminals. Because of that it had been hard to find volunteers. But their potential usefulness was too great to ignore, and as long as he could trust the people in the party they were a great asset.

They were also an unholy terror to Cordery's enemies, and on top of that made excellent bodyguards.

The party doubtless would've been able to neutralize the sleeping bandits even without Stealth, but it was a good chance for them to put their training to use.

Dare joined Carnon and the rangers creeping into the camp, moving among the tents with weapons raised. He watched the flaps of the nearby tents flutter as members of the Stealth party ducked inside, and moments later thuds and muffled grunts as the bandits went from sleeping peacefully to being knocked out and trussed up.

It was almost anticlimactic how smoothly things went.

A few minutes later Gad, the Stealth party leader, rippled into view in front of them. His face was tight with fury. “39 bandits neutralized without issue,” he said in a clipped voice. “We're going to need the rest of the healers for 16 freed captives.”

Dare wasn't particularly surprised, but his heart sank at the news. The Stealth party had captured enemies in every single tent, and there was one obvious reason why the bandits would have their captives sleeping with them.

It also explained Gad's fury; his wife had been taken by the Outcasts of Balor, but even after the arachnii patriarch's defeat she'd never been found. Not even allowed the closure of knowing her fate, the man was driven by his resolve to make sure no one else under his protection suffered such horrors.

Carnon, similarly driven, sighed at the news, shoulders sagging. He motioned to the female rangers, many of them the healers, to care for the captives, while Dare and many of the other rangers donated their heavy fur cloaks.

The 39 bandits were dragged out and laid in front of him, the dozen or so conscious ones struggling feebly. Most were bundled up for the cold even though they'd been in their bedrolls, but over a dozen were in just their undershirts and shorts, shivering violently in the bitter cold.

Considering the obvious reason why they'd be undressed while their fellows were heavily bundled up, he had zero pity for them.

He motioned for his rangers to try to slap awake the unconscious ones, getting a dozen more thrashing in their bonds. Then he raised his voice to address them, voice cold. “I am Darren Portsmouth, Lord of Cordery Province. Your crimes have been witnessed, and you're under arrest for banditry, highway robbery, murder, rape, pillage, kidnapping, and treason against the region of Bastion and kingdom of Haraldar.”

Some of the bandits whimpered, some groaned, but most simply glared murder at him. They knew the fate of those accused of banditry: kill on sight, with even the average citizen encouraged to do them harm by any means possible.

He continued resolutely. “You've earned death sentences many times over, and if you want any hope of survival you'd be wise to submit to your new lives. You'll spend the rest of your days doing forced labor in the roughest of conditions to mend what you've marred, but it'll be a life.”

And the Cordery Expansion mines and quarries in the Gadris Mountains would have 39 more laborers.

The female rangers gently brought out the bandits' captives, who huddled in the gifted cloaks and sobbed with relief at being freed. From the healers' reports, most of the women had been captured in ambushes or attacks on isolated farms where the bandits had left no survivors, and had nowhere to go. Once they'd accepted that the nightmare was over and they were free, they gratefully accepted Dare's offer to return to Laketown and receive help rebuilding their lives there.

For now, though, they would receive care in Leilanna's and Zuri's home for battered women. The place had plenty of room and a well trained and compassionate staff, currently offering shelter to dozens of women fleeing abuse or exploitation, as well as continuing to oversee care for the dozen or so women who remained catatonic after being rescued from Balor's tunnels, and had yet to recover like most of the others.

As far as Dare knew the place was the only one of its kind, or at least the only one officially sponsored and recognized by a noble, in Bastion. Many churches offered similar services to those in need, and more often women's groups quietly offered care to those in their neighborhood.

But the reputation of Zuri's and Leilanna's home brought women from the nearby provinces and even Redoubt itself, looking for healing and a fresh start. Including Sir Carnon's daughter, who'd shown slow but steady improvement over the last few months.

Speaking of the Commander of the Cordery Rangers, the man stepped up beside him. “This scum had a modest amount of loot.”

Dare nodded. “See it finds its way to their victims to help them rebuild their lives.”

The knight grunted in acknowledgement; he'd been expecting the answer, but with his usual professionalism made sure anyway.

They tore down the camp, took anything worth taking, and made their way back to the portal spot. Everyone was eager to get out of the cold and snow, back to the warm hearths in the Ranger Hall, their own homes, or to a mug of ale at the Waystop to the Wilds. And the quicker the freed women could leave their ordeal behind them and find a safe, warm place to rest and recover, the better.

As for the bandits, they had a cold dungeon awaiting them until the next portal down to the mines.


Chapter Two

A Hot Bath

Dare's wife and consorts came out to meet him as the raid of rangers leading their prisoners approached the portal spot. Buttercup threw herself into his arms, with Lily a step behind hugging them both, while Koru rested a heavy hand on his shoulder.

The risk of attacking the camp had been minimal in the truest definition of the word, but it was good to know they'd been worried. And their warmth in the cold, snowy night was nice.

“Any pings on the ward?” he asked his mouse girl consort as he stroked her velvety round ears.

She shook her head, black eyes shining warmly. “Nope.”

Koru grunted. “As expected. You gave none a chance to flee.”

“No problems here either,” Lily reported. She shivered against him. “Can we go home now? It's freezing out here.”

“Yeah, we're done. Quick in and quick out, just like we want with these missions.”

His bunny girl wife giggled. “I prefer when you take your time.”

“You sure do.” Dare reached beneath her heavy fur cloak and playfully tugged her fluffy cottontail, making her giggle again.

“This is a discussion for home,” his scarlet orc lover admonished, looking around uncomfortably.

She made a good point considering the rangers surrounding them. Although his people had given him and his lovers space and the storm muffled voices more than ten feet away.

Still, it was a needed reminder that he should preserve the dignity of his position. Like Marona managed with such natural ease after a lifetime of leadership. He wouldn't be quite as reserved about affection to his family as she was, but it would be good to present himself as the lord he'd become.

So he leaned down and kissed Lily and Buttercup, then stepped away and nodded for Koru to begin casting the portal home.

As she worked on her spell Dare made his way over to the bandit leader, shackled in a line with the others and currently sitting in the snow, and dropped into a crouch in front of the man. “So,” he said mildly, “tell me about conditions in Direstream Province.”

The man spat at him. “Go fuck yourself, Lord Limpdick.”

Smoke was there in a flash, razor teeth clamping down on the hood of the bandit's cloak. The raptor raised to his full height, lifting the screaming man off the ground. The men tied to him in front and behind tried to scramble away as they were also partially lifted.

Dare let the leader hang as he turned to the next man down the line. “So, tell me about conditions in Direstream Province.”

The bandit licked his lips nervously, staring at the man dangling from Smoke's jaws. His leader had soiled himself, pants steaming wetly in the frigid air. “What, uh, would you like to know, my Lord?”

“Let's start with how rebuilding there is going, and how Last Outpost is doing these days.”

Dare had only met Kinar Rolis, Baron of Direstream Province, once three months ago. Back when he, Koru, and Lily had been touring the nearby provinces, so he could introduce himself to their lords and discuss rebuilding and future trade.

The man had seemed a shell of his former self after seeing his province burned and many of his people slain or taken, and a bit selfish. But not a terrible person.

If this band had caused too much devastation in the neighboring province, maybe Cordery could offer a helping hand.

The bandit spat. “Direstream is a shithole. Can't speak to the others, but me and my brother come back to rebuild the family farm, and what do you know? Couple of guards come round and say we need a new contract for land that's been in our family for generations. And higher taxes!” His eyes blazed. “So me and my brother knife the guards and join up with this lot. Only way to survive there now.”

“Only can't survive on nothing,” another bandit down the line muttered. “Last Outpost is a shanty town, and the rest of the province is refugees scrabbling in the dirt for their next meal while getting picked off by monsters and wolves. We did those sluts over there a favor by taking them in and feeding and protecting them.”

Dare stared at the man in disgust at such a despicable justification for his heinous crimes, then glanced at Carnon. “Gag that one. Put him on permanent bailing duty in the mines, too, where he'll work alone in the filth.” He addressed the bandit. “It may seem like a horrific punishment, but by your logic I'm doing you a favor.”

He motioned to Smoke, who dropped the bandit leader and padded over to loom beside him. The man huddled into the snow, breathing raggedly.

Koru finished opening the portal and they pushed the bandits through, then filed through themselves, ending up in the portal yard next to the Ranger Hall.

Dare spent a few minutes sorting out imprisonment and an eventual trip to the mines for the bandits. Then he congratulated the rangers on their successful mission, clasped forearms with Carnon, the party leaders, and a few people he knew well among the parties, and bid them goodnight.

Weary as he was after having his night interrupted to go out in a snowstorm in the middle of nowhere, he was too chilled and pumped up with adrenaline from the raid on the bandit camp to go back to bed. So he decided to pop into Phoenix Manor's newly built bathhouse for a relaxing soak.

When he told Buttercup, Lily, and Koru they seemed equally eager to get out of the cold and into hot water. It became a race to get there first.

Although a bit of an imbalanced one given their various speeds.

As the smallest and slowest Buttercup clambered onto Dare's back for a ride, while Koru leapt atop Smoke and somehow managed to convince him to ditch his master and sprint for the distant manor.

As for Lily, she simply bounded ahead with her bunny girl speed. “Last one there has to give the winner a tongue bath!” she shouted as she disappeared down the street. Thankfully the normally bustling streets were empty at this hour in the middle of a snowstorm and nobody heard that.

Buttercup giggled and wrapped her furry arms and legs around him, bouncing on his back to urge him to greater speed. He shook his head with a grin and activated Cheetah's Dash, bolting after the others.

On the plus side, the exertion warmed them up.

Lily was the first to reach the brick wall circling the manor, bounding right over the ten foot spiked barrier with athletic grace. Koru on Smoke was hot on her heels tearing through the wrought iron gate, with Dare and Buttercup lagging a bit behind.

At which point his animal companion pulled a bro move and playfully dumped the scarlet orc into a snowdrift, leaving her spluttering as Dare and Buttercup zoomed past.

“My man,” he said, holding out his fist as Smoke caught up to run beside him. His dinosaur companion bumped it with his forearm claws; it had taken forever to train him to do that.

“Should've known he wouldn't let me beat you!” Koru shouted with a booming laugh, throwing a snowball after them that puffed into snowflakes in midair.

He caught up to Lily at the door to the bathhouse, which they'd built a bit downhill from the manor on the slope facing away from town, for privacy. There was a nice flat space nearby where they could build the new pool and hot tub in the spring, but for now the baths were luxury enough.

Dare gave Smoke a frozen epind haunch and wiped him down as his companion crunched on it, then sent him bounding off to the raptor paddock, sleek and swift. By that time Koru had caught up and the three women disappeared into the changing room, so he wasted no time following them in, closing the door on the whirling snow outside.

He was pleased to see that the fire Mage they kept on staff for hot water and heating the manor's structures had anticipated their need, and the air within the changing and washing area was warm and heavy with steam.

Although judging by the clothes already in cubbies, it looked as if it wasn't just their needs the plump, cheerful middle aged servant had anticipated. Since the bathhouse was built with two public baths and changing areas separated for female bathers and male bathers, as well as his family's own larger private section, that meant the girls in there were part of the harem.

It looked as if some of the others hadn't gone back to bed; he hoped they hadn't been up worrying for them.

Dare undressed and rinsed off, then at the request of his wife and consorts washed them as well, rubbing soapy hands all over their soft sexy bodies. Buttercup was sleek as an otter when wet, her short, incredibly soft fur sliding through his fingers like silk as he stroked her petite curves while she quivered and squeaked in enjoyment.

In spite of her female bodybuilder physique Koru felt soft beneath his hands, her gorgeous scarlet skin smooth and flawless. They were all eager to get into the hot water of the bath, where they'd have plenty of time to relax and play, but even so he couldn't resist the urge to spend a bit more time rubbing her gloriously plump labia while she pressed into his fingers and moaned.

For that matter, he couldn't resist the urge to run his hands over Lily's beyond perfect body, milk-pale skin softer than rose petals as she pressed into his touch.

Needless to say, he was hard as a rock by the time they made their way into the baths.

“Dibs!” Leilanna shouted at the sight of his erection from where she lounged with Zuri, Pella, Ireni, and Se'weir, soaking in the hot tub.

“Us next!” Seris and Selis said in unison as they popped out of the cold tub, flawless pale skin flushed from the cold and prickling with gooseflesh.

Dare couldn't help but grin as his wives and lovers descended on him, pulling him into the hot tub and pressing soft, warm bodies against him. He relaxed into their loving embrace as the steam billowed around them, returning kisses and enjoying the caresses of soft hands.

After the frigid winter storm this was paradise.

Leilanna made good on her claim, climbing onto his lap and pressing her luscious curves against him, warm and slippery and wonderful. She'd lost the baby weight in the last two and a half months, and if anything had an even more bombshell figure than when he first met her.

Although her boobs, hips, and ass were still gloriously thick. Which he got to fully enjoy as she rubbed against him.

He grabbed her pillowy cheeks as she impaled herself on his shaft with a whimpery sound, silken heat welcoming him into her glorious depths as he kissed her fiercely. She moaned into his mouth as she began bouncing up and down on his cock, both of them savoring the pleasure of being joined in the hot water.

They made sweaty, passionate love for the next five or so minutes, his dusk elf wife slumping against him in climax at least three times, tight walls lovingly milking him as her arousal swirled away in the hot water. Then she reached between them, grabbed his churning balls with her elegant fingers, and with a playful sparkle in her dark pink eyes teased them in just the way she knew would set him off.

Dare groaned and buried his face between her large breasts, his fingers sinking into her pillowy flesh as he pulled her ass tighter against him. Leilanna slammed down to fully impale herself on his shaft as he strained his hips upward, pressing his tip against her cervix.

Giving in to glorious pleasure, he spurted powerfully into her womb as they both came together.

As he slumped back against the edge of the hot tub, kissing and caressing the woman he loved, he was vaguely aware of Lily and Koru off to one side, his bunny girl wife collecting on her win and getting a tongue bath from the huge woman. In spite of her brash personality his orc consort was surprisingly submissive in the bedroom, especially with other women, and she loved it when her lovers took charge.

Which was why in spite of her grumbling, Koru wore an eager smile as she slid her big pink tongue over Lily's delicate little foot.

The fox girl twins impatiently pulled Leilanna off him, his dusk elf wife looking disappointed at being interrupted. At least until Zuri caught her and pulled her flushed face between her soft little thighs, avocado green skin flushed from heat and arousal as the dusk elf began lapping at her tiny pink pussy.

Dare's attention was drawn from the enjoyable sight as his face was buried beneath three wet, fluffy tails, one midnight black and the other two arctic white. Seris and Selis began rubbing their soft asses all over his chest and stomach, tails curling around him to caress his head and shoulders.

Four hands found his throbbing erection, two small and delicate and two stronger and more graceful. They made sure he was fully stiff as the twins humped their way down his stomach until they were grinding against his thighs, silken pussies sliding over his skin beneath the water.

Big golden eyes gleamed mischievously as they shared a look. “Ready, little sister?” Seris murmured.

Selis giggled and wrapped her tails around his chest, moving more urgently. “He's going to love this isn't he, big sister?”

In answer the midnight fox girl slipped a delicate leg over his, getting between his thighs. With an excited giggle she hopped up in the water as her sister supported her, and Dare felt her soft petals brush his tip, then spread around him as she impaled herself on his shaft with a whimper.

The more athletic arctic fox girl also slipped her leg over his, the other way. Then she climbed up behind her sister so she was pressed against his chest, tails holding his shoulders for support as she wrapped her arms around her sister.

He figured out what the twins had planned when Selis lifted her sister off his cock and rocked forward to take him into her own tight, welcoming pussy with a whimper of pleasure. He was just settling back to enjoy the pleasant sensation when she lifted herself off him with moan and lifted her sister back onto his shaft.

“Holy shit, that's hot,” Se'weir whimpered, moving around in front of them so she could watch as she played with her large, pale green breasts and slipped a hand between her legs beneath the water.

Selis was panting with the effort of moving her smaller sister as she lifted her off him and impaled herself again, and Dare wrapped his hands around Seris to help her lift the midnight fox girl onto his cock, then off so her twin could sink onto him again.

They fucked like that for a few minutes, each thrust alternating between a different pussy. Seris was smaller and tighter, hot as a furnace and rippling in pleasure as she eagerly milked him. On the other hand Selis could take him deeper, and had better control of her inner muscles as she rhythmically clenched down on his length, as if reluctant to let him go.

Because of the novelty of the way he and the twins were fucking it took all of them a while to get into a rhythm. It was also surprisingly tiring.

But it was all worth it when Seris mewled and sank back against her sister in a powerful climax, clenching down on his cock, only to be lifted away so Selis could sink down on him, her deeper pussy also urgently milking him in orgasm.

The feel of alternating between two women climaxing together was even more indescribably pleasurable, and Dare groaned as his balls churned and he began pumping his seed into the arctic fox girl's fertile womb.

“He's coming!” Selis gasped in delight, pussy clenching even tighter around him.

Se'weir whimpered and sank beneath the surface of the water, blowing bubbles as she urgently mauled her clit.

Dare almost groaned in disappointment as his arctic fox lover pulled free of him, but only for a moment before he was balls deep in Seris, spurting into her as well.

He managed to get a few jets into each of them as they continued to alternate while climaxing together. Then, as he shot his last dribble into Seris's welcoming pussy, he slumped back against the edge of the pool, wrapping his arms around the fox girl twins. They sank back against his chest and panted in relief, Selis lovingly kissing her sister's cheek as Seris stroked her twin's tails.

He only had a few minutes to rest and cuddle with his playful lovers before Ireni surprised him by gently but insistently tugging the two women away so she could climb onto him.

His beautiful, petite redheaded wife wrapped her soft arms around him and kissed him lovingly as she rubbed her delicate little petals up and down his wilting shaft, coaxing him back into hardness. He hugged her sweet body to him, running his hands up and down her sides before cupping her small but swollen breasts and rubbery nipples, making her moan in appreciation.

She enjoyed sweet, tender love for the connection they shared with it, but more and more she'd come to enjoy the sex itself. Dare could admit that while he loved sharing a deep bond with her while making love, it made him feel good to know she desired him and drew great pleasure from sex with him, too.

Ireni finally slid up to his tip, positioned herself, and with a needy whimper worked his huge shaft into her tight little sex, her delicate lips straining around his girth. As he plunged deeper into her he could see the bulge of his tip moving up her taut tummy, and his cock throbbed in appreciation at the erotic sight.

“I love you,” she panted against his lips, twining her fingers in his hair and pulling him harder against her. “I want you so much.”

He murmured his own loving words as he lowered his hands to her hips, holding her as she began to move up and down his shaft, her tight lips pulling across his length as if reluctant to let him go. The feel of her silky tunnel was heavenly, and he held her close and savored the feeling of her body moving with his.

Then Dare felt a subtle shift in his wife, how she moved against him and even how her tight little pussy gripped him, and Sia looked up at him with an impish grin. “Did you think you were done fucking two lovers at once with the twins?” she said, playfully rocking on his cock. “Ireni and I want to make love to you at the same time, too. We're usually there experiencing what the other is, but this time we both want to take part.”

Before he could ask how they were going to manage that, his goddess wife pulled up completely off his cock, stretched folds reluctantly releasing his tip. Then Ireni took the fore and plunged down on him with a whimper, pussy clenching appreciatively around him. She rose again and Sia took the fore for the next plunge.

Incredibly, even though it was the same beautiful little pussy being split by his girth, his two wives felt completely different. He got to enjoy making love to the two women as they continued to trade off, impaling themselves on his shaft again and again. And to make the experience even more distinct, Sia threw herself down on him with wild need, while Ireni had a more gentle but insistent hunger.

They even came differently, the goddess's pussy clenching on him powerfully and milking him with divine control, while Ireni slumped against his chest with a sweet mewling noise, trembling passionately in his arms as her loving sex fluttered around his length.

Dare was only able to hold out for a few minutes in his threesome with his two beloved wives, savoring the intense pleasure of joining with them. But even more significantly, the joy of being able to be with them both at once, when before it had always been one or the other.

Finally, though, he slumped back as his orgasm surged through him, embracing the rush of pleasure as he held Sia's small body close and released his seed into her core.

Rather than lift off him so Ireni could plunge back down, the goddess withdrew so his bookish wife could take the fore while still fully impaled on his length. The two alternated like that, savoring the feeling of him releasing inside them. Both climaxed again, their shared pussy alternating between needy milking and trembling flutters and extending his own orgasm at the incredible contrast.

They came down from the rush of shared pleasure together, holding each other close and exchanging loving kisses. Then, with a final trailing caress across his chest, Sia slipped off him so the others could have their turn.

Se'weir was next, eagerly wanting to him to mount her from behind and take her in the ass. So they got some towels for her to get on her hands and knees beside the tub, and Dare fetched the body-safe, lubricated cleansing solution Pella loved for their baths together.

The view from behind his hobgoblin wife as she eagerly wiggled, waiting for him, was absolutely glorious. Her plump labia glistened with arousal between her thick thighs, her round, heart-shaped ass just begging to be grabbed and spanked. Among the expanse of soft, pale green skin her little rosebud puckered, quivering in eagerness for him.

He dropped to his knees behind her and kneaded her beautiful buns, then as she sighed in pleasure and dropped to rest her head on the towel, ass raised high in invitation, he buried his face between her pillowy cheeks to kiss and lick her velvety folds and squeaky clean pucker.

“Ooooh!” Se'weir squealed, pushing back against him. “That's nice, but I need you to put it in. I'm so hot after watching you and the others.”

Grinning, Dare liberally applied the lubricated cleansing solution and worked his fingers into her rosebud, stretching and preparing her with one, two, then three. His small, plump wife had an incredibly tight ass, and he took his time.

Once she was insistently rocking back against his three fingers as he sawed them in and out of her, rubbing her clit with his thumb as he did, he eagerly lined himself up and gently pushed his tip through her sphincter, stretching it into a tight ring that strained to take his girth.

Se'weir went nuts, squeaking and scrabbling her hands over the wet tiles. “Spank me and pull my hair!” she gasped.

Dare grinned and grabbed a handful of her brunette locks, pulling hard enough to make her arch her head back with his next thrust. As he withdrew he lined up his other hand and gave her cheek a good firm smack; her sweet ass jiggled satisfyingly, and she clenched down on his shaft with a delighted squeak as he switched hands and repeated the process.

Before long he was sawing in and out of his beautiful hobgoblin wife's welcoming bowels as she arched like a bow, her pale green skin flushed a rosy pink from his hands. She squealed and came hard, starting to slump, and he let go of her hair and looped both arms around her to hold her back against him as he continued to pound into her ass.

That set her off again, squirting on the towels beneath them, and he shifted his hold to grip her pillowy breasts with both hands and pull her soft back hard against his chest. He smoothly adjusted his angle and thrust even harder, feeling his pleasure rushing up to overwhelm his restraint.

As he shot his first jet deep in Se'weir's bowels his strength gave out at the intensity of his orgasm, and he gently settled forward to lay her on her stomach on the towels, riding her down and continuing to release his seed inside the woman he loved as he lay atop her.

After his cock finally released a last dribble he started to roll off her, but she awkwardly reached back with one arm to hold him. “Stay,” she said with a contented grunt, squirming up against him to get into a more comfortable position. “I want to stay like this with you for a minute.”

Dare settled back onto her, using his forearms to support more of his weight, and leaned down to begin kissing and nibbling her neck as he slowly softened inside her.

Se'weir finally wiggled out from beneath him and fetched a cloth to clean him up. Almost as soon as she was done Zuri and Pella pounced on him, dragging him back into the tub. They wanted to fuck him like he had the fox girl twins, but facing towards him instead of away.

So with his goblin wife's large breasts pressed to his chest and his dog girl wife's perky mounds pressed to her back, the two crowded onto his lap and began squirming against him.

At that angle it was much easier to alternate between them, and he got to see the pleasure on their beautiful faces as first Zuri sank down on his shaft, her tiny, crushingly tight pussy stretching obscenely around his girth, then Pella with her more welcoming love tunnel that seemed to fit him like a glove.

After coming three times he was in no hurry this time, and with the way they alternated he was able to last longer in even Zuri's gloriously tight sex. His first two wives were able to ride him to multiple climaxes, rolling one after another and then blending together in a few minutes of blissful rapture.

They were soon gasping with every motion, sweat streaming down their soft skin to make them even more slippery as their pussies milked him with increasing urgency.

Dare finally gave in to his pleasure and unloaded inside Zuri first, her vise-tight walls finally getting the better of him. He shot deep inside each of his alternating lovers as they reached the highest peak yet, and even underwater he felt the force of Pella squirting on his cock as she eagerly licked his sweaty face with her soft, flat tongue, panting and whining with joy.

They all rested for a few minutes after that, sated and just enjoying the opportunity to hold each other close.

By that point Marigold and Clovis had made their way into the baths, apparently unable to sleep as well. The cow girl's wet body looked lush and gorgeous, and the gnome's plump little curves glistened tantalizingly.

Dare couldn't resist the urge to pull Marigold down on top of Clovis at the edge of the hot bath. As the two women kissed and squirmed together in passion, he lined up behind them and alternated pushing into their mashed together pussies, as well as between them so their labia caressed his shaft from above and below.

Their arousal flowed over him constantly, easing his passage into the cow girl courtesan's roomy but pleasurable tunnel, then his gnome lover's tiny, crushingly tight sex.

Most of the others had pulled themselves out of the pool, tired out by their fun and finally giving in to weariness at the late hour. There was a row of drying mats along one wall, and they'd all found their way there and were cuddled together dozing.

Dare was starting to run out of steam too, but the pleasure of his two lovers spurred him to greater efforts as they squirmed in bliss, Clovis letting out surprisingly dainty mewling gasps and Marigold squealing as they squirted almost at the same time, all over him and each other.

That was so hot that his orgasm snuck up on him by surprise, and he thrust between their sopping folds and shot his first spurt against their pressed together tummies. Then he pulled back and plunged into his cow girl lover, spurting against her core a few times, before withdrawing and plunging into Marigold's supremely tight sex to empty his balls in her.

As he sank back into the pool to rest he realized that Zeliz and the rest of the courtesans had arrived. They'd coaxed his sleepy wives and lovers back into the tub, lovingly bathing them as they lounged and chatted while preparing to head back to bed.

Although as the bee girl maid expertly rubbed Dare's body down with scented oil, her gold and black banded skin glistening soft and inviting in the steam of the bath, he had to pull her plump, luscious little body down atop him and kiss her softly.

Her antennae wiggled in delight, and she moaned as she rubbed against him with his languidly stirring cock pressed between them, delightfully slippery with the oil as she squirmed to press every part of her against every part of him.

He lovingly stroked her round, fuzzy bee tail as she shifted to straddle his waist, her labia sliding along his tip and adding her flowing, honey sweet arousal to the oil. She knew just how long to tease him before finally pulling his cock down to her entrance while still lying flat atop him.

With a whimper of needy relief she sank down on his shaft, and he stroked her banded gold and black skin, which alternated between smooth and petal soft. He closed his eyes and savored her honey hole snugly gripping his length as he bottomed out inside her.

Embarrassingly, he began to drift off as Zeliz languidly rode him. He was vaguely aware of her climaxing on him once, twice, then with a buzzing sound of pure bliss a third time. Then she startled him by abruptly pulling off his shaft and scrambling up his chest.

Dare blearily opened his eyes to see his beautiful courtesan frantically mauling her clit, her petals flushed and gaping to reveal deep into her glistening pink interior. He only had a few seconds to enjoy the incredible view before she went rigid with a cry of release and doused his face with arousal as she squirted her sweet nectar all over him.

That woke him up.

Grinning, he licked the honey from his lips and grabbed her round ass, pulling her down and plunging his tongue between her folds for another taste. The bee girl maid moaned in pleasure and fluttered her translucent wings with a delighted buzzing sound, grabbing his hair with one hand and supporting herself against his chest with the other as she began to ride his face like a cowgirl.

She definitely knew how to enjoy a good tonguing.

As she squirmed against him, filling his mouth with her flowing nectar, her plump fuzzy tail rubbed against his cock, batting it around and stimulating it. Then he stiffened in shock as he felt something thin and pointy brush his sensitive pee slit, then push inside in an almost painful rush of pleasure.

He knew Zeliz had a stinger, although she was able to retract it so it wasn't even visible at the end of her tail. He'd seen the delicate barb extend once when his courtesan thought there was danger.

But more often when she was in the throes of a particularly toe-curling climax.

Dare wasn't afraid she'd sting him, and with that trust was able to give in to the pleasure of her unusual stimulation. With a groan he tightened his grip on her ass and plunged his tongue as deep into her pink interior as he could, giving in to his rushing orgasm.

He heard the bee girl buzz in satisfaction and her stinger disappeared, fuzzy tail lovingly brushing him as he shot his seed all over it. She cried out in ecstasy and squirted directly into his mouth, filling it with her honey.

Then with a blissful moan she slid off him and curled up around his head, lovingly stroking his hair and panting happily as she came down from her climax.

“Have I pleased you, Master?” she asked, big round eyes shining.

“You certainly have,” Dare said, fondling her plump breasts and teasing her thick nipples.

Zeliz sighed and relaxed against him. “I'm glad.” She gave him an oddly intent look. “I need you to know that whatever happens, I love you and your family. I'm your faithful maid and courtesan for as long as you'll have me, and I'll always do my best to look out for your interests. Even if, if it doesn't always seem like it, nothing means more to me than serving you and the mistresses and the children and keeping you all safe.”

He pulled her into his arms, touched by her earnestness. “Thank you, Zeliz, that means a lot. And of course you'll have a place with us as long as you want to stay.” He knew she hoped to earn enough to ease her hive's debt and return to her sisters and queen, and if she did he'd miss her.

In spite of her unexpected moment of sincere feeling she remained slightly tense in his embrace. “Just please know that, Master, no matter what,” she repeated, burying her face in his chest.

“I know,” he told her, stroking her silky black and gold hair.

Everyone seemed done by that point, so they all relaxed in the cold bath for a cooldown soak before getting out. As Dare shivered in the almost painfully uncomfortable water Ireni slipped onto his lap and wrapped her arms around his neck.

“Now that we've had our fun,” she said with a contented murmur, kissing his shoulder, “before we go back to bed there's a few things we could go over for the Council of Lords.” She grinned. “Something to distract us while we're freezing our butts off in here.”

Dare did his best not to groan. Eager as he was to see Marona in Redoubt in two days, from his noble lover's description of the tedious council sessions he wasn't overly eager to take part in them.

This one might be different, though, after Bastion had been driven to its knees and was still fighting to get back to its feet. The lords couldn't afford to posture and preen, or squabble over minor disputes.

Although knowing people, no doubt they still would.

He stroked his bookish wife's slender back, feeling her skin prickle with gooseflesh from the cold. “Okay, what've you got?”

She nibbled her lip. “Well first off, have you decided what we're going to do about Koru's portals?”

Right. His scarlet orc lover was Level 41 now, able to cast portals 1,000 miles instead of 200, which had been a huge timesaver. She could also cast the larger, longer lasting ones, which was also hugely convenient for large caravans.

She was still as ideally geared for mana pool capacity and regeneration as possible for her level, and could handle ten portals a day if they did things properly, maybe eleven if she stayed up a bit late. Her incredible usefulness couldn't be overstated.

And he had no doubt that, like Hormot, her portals would be in huge demand. He'd gotten spoiled with their convenience, and it was easy to forget how other lords could desperately benefit from even one or two.

And how much they might be willing to pay for them.

Hormot had provided his portals for free in a time of crisis as a benefit to Bastion, but now that things had stabilized a little Dare wasn't averse to letting her sell her portals to the highest bidder. Trade had been slow to make a comeback in the war-torn region, and being able to travel to another region capitol to buy necessities and sell their trade goods would be a tremendous boon to most provinces.

It would also do a ton for his relations with other lords to help them out like that.

On the other hand, Koru didn't need to stay in Redoubt at all thanks to her portals, so she could be continuing to provide them for the benefit of Cordery. Most of those portals wouldn't net ready gold like selling them to the lords of Bastion, but the profits from them would potentially be even greater. And it would be less of a burden for her.

Koru sloshed over to him, showing no discomfort in the cold water. “I will come with you to Redoubt and sell portals to the other lords,” she said firmly.

“Are you sure?” Dare asked. One of his reservations had been about asking her work overtime selling her portals, since she already did so much for the province and never asked for payment.

She snorted. “Where is the dilemma? The Unbowed Raptors were great traders, and this is an opportunity to get easy gold to benefit the family and our lands. I can still make the necessary portals for Cordery in the meantime.” She folded her femininely muscular arms across her chest. “But I will do the negotiating for them. You have enough things to concern you dealing with the Council.”

That was true enough. He rested a grateful hand on her hip. “I don't know what we'd do without you.”

Koru snorted again, leaning into his touch. “You say this often, but thanks is not needed. We are family, and we benefit our tribe.” She relaxed back into the water, closing her eyes.

Dare turned back to Ireni. “Next thing,” she said briskly. “Given the incredible growth and prosperity of the province, you're going to be getting a lot of people sucking up to you. Most will be a waste of time, so Pella will be filtering those ones out.”

“Although we should accept invitations to some parties!” his dog girl wife said, the water behind her churning as she wagged her tail. “Our trip to Redoubt shouldn't be all work . . . this'll be my first time there!”

Everyone seemed to agree with that, and Dare could admit he wouldn't mind chances to relax if the Council was going to be too tedious. “I'll leave it to you to pick the best ones,” he said, the girls around him cheering.

“On the same vein with our growth and influence,” Ireni said, “you're probably going to be getting offered a lot of honorary titles and positions. Even a frontier like Bastion has a lot of ancient institutions and traditions. You should take the ones that bolster our position or provide prestige, but avoid any that require too much busywork or attendance at pointless ceremonies.”

Dare wasn't too interested in gathering prestige points, but if it benefited the family and province and didn't require a bunch of useless effort on his part he could see the benefit. And some of them might actually provide opportunities to do some good in Bastion.

He stretched with a yawn and leaned down to kiss her neck, then stood holding her in a princess carry, looking down at the others in the cold bath or dozing on drying mats. “Okay, let's get to bed.”


Chapter Three

Preparations

In the midst of the busy preparations to leave for Redoubt the next day, Dare took time out to cement his investment in a workshop for inventors and tinkers.

Sure, most of the things they invented would probably be banned or adjusted by the gods to keep world balance. But a lot of his less earth-shattering inventions had been allowed, and they were significantly benefiting his family and province. If even some made it through it would be worth the investment.

Besides, he needed to spend his money on something.

He was commonly asked how he'd gained so much wealth so fast with Bastion struggling to pull itself back together, when taxes in his province were reduced to just the region and kingdom taxes, and he asked reasonable to the point of excessively generous rent from tenants.

The answer wasn't exactly a mystery. A healthy part of it was loot, of course. Although not as much as some might think, since shares were split even with the rest of the party when they leveled together. Another healthy part of it was the mines, quarry, sawmill, and other means of harvesting the resources on his lands.

But the biggest profit generator was giving back to his people in ways that earned a decent income at the same time.

Which was why he put all his surplus wealth into investing in businesses that would benefit the province. Just a few among them being the water utilities, for which he charged low but steady rates, the Waystop to the Wilds, the theater (which tended to be a net loss but was a great cultural benefit), a shipping company, the portal travel network Koru ran every seventh day to Redoubt, Terana, and other frequently asked for locations, and a dozen other businesses.

As Cordery and Laketown prospered his investments prospered, and ultimately so did he. After which he again put the surplus gold back into other businesses and investments that would further prosper the province and improve the lives of its people.

Not to mention providing very generous wages to thousands of people and a chance for his partners to be successful and greatly improve their lives.

It also certainly helped that a lot of the province's crafters and farmers were much higher level and produced more and higher quality goods. They kept most of that income, of course, but they naturally spent it in the province which enriched everyone.

As a common saying on Earth went, the rising tide lifted all boats.

Lily was eager to get involved in the inventors workshop, given her love of discovering new things. And the fact that she was adorably nerdy, passionately interested in things like space and natural sciences and the mysteries of the ocean depths.

They'd purposed one of the new warehouses for the workshop, fully plumbed and equipped with the tools and materials the inventors would need for the work. Master Raimo, one of Laketown's crafters who created more specialty items and shown a creative spark, had agreed to oversee it.

He was an open and outspoken admirer of Dare's innovations, and seemed eager to try his hand at inventing new and novel things himself.

At Dare's request he'd drawn up a list of people who showed an equal willingness to learn and try new things. The man took that qualifier seriously, and the list of all the thousands of people in Laketown and the surrounding area had been depressingly short.

Made even shorter when Dare struck off everyone over 25. He had no doubt older inventors could make great discoveries, but younger people would be less set in their ways, and would also have more energy and passion for the work.

Also, it had to be said, he was 19 in his Collisan body. He might be able to get older, more respected masters of their craft to listen to him thanks to being Baron of Cordery, but with his youth they would probably be less willing to truly accept his ideas based on merit.

Raimo had seemed dubious about the workshop taking on apprentice and journeyman crafters rather than older, wiser masters, but he'd accepted the reasoning and set out to gather the dozen or so people remaining on the list.

Now Dare and Lily were at the brand new workshop interviewing the prospective inventors; in spite of his workshop foreman's recommendations he wanted to personally see who showed promise. Not just intelligence but curiosity and passion to make things that hadn't been thought of yet, and do things that hadn't been done before.

It was enjoyable to talk to the brightest and most promising minds in Laketown and hear their ideas. Although many of them were wildly impractical and showed a fundamental lack of understanding of physics, even in the context of the sometimes different rules Collisa operated by.

Still, that was what the workshop was for. And there was definite potential among the prospective tinkers, some of whom would hopefully move on to found their own workshops.

In the end he decided that even the less promising candidates were worth giving a chance. The ones who didn't work out could be encouraged to move on to more suitable opportunities later, which Dare would be happy to provide them.

But for now he was excited to see what they could do.

After the interviews he and Lily spent a while chatting with the new tinkers. They'd been talking about alternatives to water wheels for mills, and somehow he ended up explaining the principle of gravity, drawing some skepticism at his assertion that items of different weights and densities would fall at the same speed in a vacuum.

Although he was slightly distracted by the fact that one of the inventors who was about his age, quietly sitting in the back mostly listening to the conversation, had been giving him bedroom eyes the entire time. She was a mousy, freckled brunette, absentminded and socially awkward, her figure hidden in a shapeless dress.

Whenever he glanced her way she smiled at him, absently toying with her curly hair. And Dare was more than happy to smile back.

She had that geeky genius vibe he'd always found appealing, and the way she rubbed her thighs together beneath the table as she stared at him certainly drew his attention. He wondered what her baggy dress hid.

She'd presented a few good ideas in her interview and showed a lot of promise as an inventor, and he was eager to see what she could do with the proper resources and a creative environment.

While Dare probably wouldn't have time to do much if any actual inventing at the workshop, he'd certainly do his best to find time to visit it and check on its progress. And maybe Miss, um, Ashley, right, might like to try some private tinkering if he could find a few minutes here and there.

He wasn't sure if Lily noticed her attention or his, but either way his bunny girl wife grinned at him and adjusted her glasses. “Miss Ashley,” she asked sweetly, “do you think you could point me to the nearest privy?”

The mousy girl started and lurched awkwardly to her feet. “Of course, my Lady. We have one in the building. Please, follow me.”

The two women departed, and a few minutes later as they were returning Dare could've sworn he heard a fit of quickly suppressed giggles through the door before they rejoined the group, poker faced but shooting him frequent glances as they sat down at a table together.

That seemed like a promising sign for his chances with the geeky inventor.

Unfortunately, before he could pursue the possibility one of Marigold's maids rushed in. “Begging your pardon, my Lord,” she said, curtsying deeply. “You're needed to sort out a matter with the farrier.”

What the hell sort of matter needed his attention when it came to shoeing horses?

As it turned out, he was right to be skeptical that he wasn't needed. The man had simply overestimated his ability to prepare the party's horses in time for the trip to Redoubt, and had procrastinated because of it. Now he needed approval to bring on another farrier to get the job done that day, at added cost.

Dare agreed, and when the second farrier was brought in he pulled the man aside. “What do you think about delaying an important job to the last second?”

The new farrier snorted, glancing at the other farrier. “That it's a terrible idea and unprofessional.”

Dare held out his hand. “Then congratulations, Phoenix Manor will be working with you from now on.”

Making mistakes was one thing, but forcing him to come and deal with it personally when he shouldn't have needed to, and making him pay extra for that mistake on top of it, was too much.

Unfortunately it meant he had no more time for the workshop. He continued with his day's tasks and made his way to the crafters' district, to see about a few high end gifts he'd ordered for the friends he'd be seeing in Redoubt. Especially Jind, Hormot, and Lorkar.

Then it was on to talk with Ireni's clerks about some issues to do with managing Laketown while they were away for nine days. There were a few things he wanted to prioritize getting done before his delegation to Redoubt got back.

And so the day went. Putting out small fires dealing with the plans to leave, making sure everyone knew what they were supposed to be doing without him, Ireni, Lily, and Marigold to come to with questions, and ensuring Buttercup and the rangers were extra vigilant in their absence.

Home was just a quick portal away if there was an emergency, but unless a change of plans called for it Koru would only be opening one between Redoubt and Cordery Province every evening, to check in and provide fast travel for anyone who wanted to pop in to the capitol for a visit.

By evening Dare was satisfied all the important arrangements had been made. Which meant he had time for his date with Zuri.

Dates had become a regular thing almost as soon as they'd settled down in Cordery and rebuilt to some semblance of normalcy. After being apart from his family for so long during the war with Balor, he'd begun making it a point to spend quality time with his wives and consorts on an individual basis, in addition to the time they all spent together and the time they spent with the children.

He couldn't manage it every evening, but a few nights a week was doable. It required juggling his other responsibilities, and sometimes burning a bit of the midnight oil.

But seeing how happy it made the women he loved, and how much they enjoyed their time together, made it worth it. Especially since he fully enjoyed the dates too, as an opportunity to reconnect with each of them and give them the personal attention they deserved.

It also gave him incentive to think up businesses to invest in where couples could enjoy a night out. There were plenty of ideas he could borrow from Earth, and the few he'd introduced so far had tended to be incredibly popular and well received.

Especially for rustic medieval folk who'd had far fewer opportunities for entertainment; their idea of a good time generally involved cow tipping, the occasional holiday and festival, and of course the ever popular roll in the hay.

Dare had gotten a lot of offers for rolls in the hay the last several months. Many of which he'd accepted, furthering the running joke that there wasn't an unattached woman in the province he hadn't fucked.

Tonight, though, he and Zuri were guests of honor at the theater for a new play. As the theater's principal patrons the family had a box on the balcony, with comfortable velvet-lined chairs. Although his goblin wife's remained empty most of the night because she wanted to sit on his lap.

Most of his dates did that; he was considering replacing the chairs with a love seat so they could be more comfortable cuddling.

Zuri looked stunning in a yellow silk dress she'd made herself, cut to accentuate her curves and slit up both legs to expose her gorgeous thighs almost up to the hip. Her silky black hair was piled atop her head in an elegant hairstyle, and she wore beautiful gold and emerald earrings and an elegant gold choker. She also wore the most adorable little yellow slippers.

Unsurprisingly she'd needed an especially heavy fur coat and cloak to keep her warm in the winter chill, currently occupying a place of honor in the theater's cloakroom with Dare's own coat and cloak.

Further cementing their position as guests of honor, the lights were extinguished to signal the beginning of the play almost as soon as he and his wife took their seats. Then Master Vansen came out to greet the audience, explain the play, and lavishly thank the theater's patrons.

Starting with Lord Darren Portsmouth, Lady Zuri, and the other ladies of Cordery Province who'd given their support. And ending with them as well, praising them as great patrons of the arts.

He bowed and ducked out of the spotlight, and moments later the curtains opened and the play began.

It was about one of the first heroes of Bastion and his struggles to tame the wild land, a well written and acted performance about a popular historic figure. So it was little surprise it had a good turnout and was very well received, probably because local legend had it that many of his exploits had happened in Cordery Province.

Dare enjoyed any play that featured adventuring, for obvious reasons. He'd even consulted with the playwrights about his experiences so they could make the play more believable. Although with all the usual theater license to make it more exciting.

Although much as he enjoyed the play, it was made even more exciting when Zuri casually guided his hand through the slit in her dress to press between her legs, his fingers brushing the soft damp fabric of her panties. She sighed and contentedly snuggled back against his erection as he slipped his hand beneath the waistband, turning her attention back to the performance as he rubbed and fingered her for the hour and a half or so it lasted.

Needless to say, when the cast came out for their bows at the end, he had to give them a sitting ovation or he would've embarrassed himself. And as the lights dimmed he hastily closed the curtains around the box.

Zuri was waiting for him when he turned back to her, bent over the chair with the back of her silk dress flicked up to reveal her round little ass, the plump pink lips of her hairless pussy glistening between her shapely thighs.

She looked back at him, big yellow eyes shining with love. “No Prevent Conception tonight, husband,” she murmured.

Dare blinked in surprise; some of his wives and consorts with older babies and toddlers were making offhand comments that they might be ready for another, but he hadn't expected it to be so soon. “Are you sure?” he asked.

His first love reached back to pull her tiny petals apart, revealing her inviting pink depths swimming in her arousal. “Let's make another baby, my love.”

He felt his heart pound eagerly as he went to his character sheet and canceled the contraceptive, which he tended to keep refreshed at all times these days. On top of his wives, consorts, and lovers all using it every three days just in case.

Then he dropped to his knees behind the woman he loved, stroking her lotion-slick avocado green skin as he lined up with her entrance and brushed her silky folds with his tip. Thanks to his incredibly high fertility Zuri would already be carrying his child just from that, but he was very much looking forward to enjoying the full act of impregnating her.

She bit back a moan of delight, aware of the patrons on the other side of the curtain, as he stretched her folds into a tight pale ring around him and sank deliciously into her crushingly tight pink depths.

As his beautiful goblin wife eagerly pushed back against him, he grabbed her tiny waist and began to move inside her, gradually sliding the chair across the balcony with the force of his thrusts as she buried her face in the seat and whimpered her pleasure.

The plots of most plays had two or three climaxes. Dare gave Zuri a dozen before he finally gave in to the overwhelming need to release in her crushingly tight, fertile pussy, stars flashing across his vision as intense pleasure surged through him again and again as he filled her womb with his seed.

She looked back at him, eyes glassy with pleasure. “Congratulations, my love,” she whispered with a gentle smile. “We're pregnant again.”

Dare gathered her into his arms and kissed her neck. “I love you.”

After a minute of panting while still fully joined as they recovered from the intensity of the last few minutes, he flipped his first love onto her back on the chair and got to work giving her another dozen orgasms. And making absolutely sure he'd given her the baby she'd asked for.

The theater staff didn't bother him and Zuri during the half hour or so of their after-theater performance, and afterwards she cast Cleanse Target for the mess they made. Then they composed themselves and strolled out arm in arm, mingling with the theater patrons who'd remained to discuss the performance.

His dates didn't always end in sex, but when they did he appreciated the chance to give the women he loved his full attention. And receive their full attention in turn.

Although he wondered if he should prepared for the others to ask him for a baby while they were enjoying time alone together.

On the ride back to Phoenix Manor citizens called greetings as he rode past on Smoke's back, with his wife seated sidesaddle in front of him. The raptor was well known and loved in Laketown, and whenever children saw him they tended to rush up and ask to pet his soft black and gray feathers.

Smoke always preened under the attention, gentle as ever.

“I want to see a play about you,” Zuri said, leaning back against him contentedly in the saddle and hugging his arms closer around her waist, so his hands rested on her flat little tummy and the baby they'd just conceived.

He chuckled. “They might have some in a hundred years,” he joked.

She looked up at him with a playful grin, revealing her adorable pointy teeth. “You know Master Vansen is working on one right now. Of your victory over the Outcasts of Balor and your masterful leadership as you rebuilt Cordery to prosperity. He calls it his masterpiece, the crowning achievement of his artistic career.”

Oh gods, really? If that play ever made it to the stage Dare would have to attend it to not insult the theater's proprietor, enduring the embarrassment of being at a performance all about him.

Kind of like that minstrel's performance back at the grand opening of the Prancing Brony, where he'd eventually escaped to fuck Buttercup. Although he couldn't exactly do that in the theater, since if he closed the curtains everyone would know exactly what was up.

Maybe he could arrange to be away on a scouting mission deep into the true wilds during the time the play ran.

They arrived home in time to put the children to bed, then made their way to the master bedroom to field questions about how the date had gone.

“I didn't know you could have sex in the theater box!” Se'weir complained after Zuri gave a detailed account of their after-theater performance. “I would've done that on our last date there!”

Dare felt his cheeks heat. “Technically you're not supposed to,” he admitted. He playfully nudged Zuri. “But somebody was teasing somebody during the entire performance, and it just sort of happened.”

She grinned at him smugly. “I assume you mean you were teasing me . . . after an entire evening of fingering I couldn't go for any longer without feeling you inside me.” She took his hand, and rested her other on her tummy. “And giving me another reason for joy.”

The entire room went nuts at that. “He said yes?” Pella squealed, bouncing on her toes in delight.

“Congratulations!” Leilanna cried, hugging the little goblin close. “This'll be your second, so we'll get to see what you have!”

She was talking about how Dare's first child with a woman of another race was always that race, thanks to another of Sia's gifts.

“And it will be a surprise, right?” Se'weir asked, giving Ireni a playful look as she joined the hug.

The petite redhead grinned as she leaned in to kiss Zuri's softly. “To me as well. The Goddess likes pleasant surprises as much as anyone. More than most, even.”

Wasn't that the truth.

The celebration segued nicely into his wives and lovers insisting it was their turn to feel him inside them. Although to his relief while there were some playful comments about having a baby making orgy, none of them seemed eager to get pregnant right then and there.

So Zuri cast Prevent Conception on him and they got to their usual nightly activities in the big bed. Although since tomorrow was an important day and they needed to be well rested for an early morning, they limited their fun to an hour before snuggling up in a cozy pile beneath the big comforter and drifting off.

Although that night he was sleeping between Seris and Selis, and as usual when he spent the night cuddled up with one or usually both of the fox girl twins, he ended up being woken up a few times to the feel of a soft ass grinding on his cock until he slipped inside a warm wet pussy.

At which point his nocturnal lover would promptly fall back asleep, leaving it up to him to decide whether to thrust into her glorious sex until he came and drifted off again, or simply do his best to fall back asleep. Either way while still deeply embedded inside her.

Although the fox girls weren't the only ones who loved sleepy sex and spending the night filled with his cock. In fact, lately the others had begun more boldly following their example.

To the point that these days Dare usually spent the entire night with an arm around a lover and his shaft snugly buried in a warm wet hole.

Sleeping with a constant half chub, occasionally waking to find himself hard, pumping softly and quietly for a few minutes until he emptied inside her, then drifting off again with his softening cock still engulfed in her welcoming wet heat.

For most it was their pussy. Including Ireni, surprisingly. Or maybe it wasn't such a surprise; his gentle wife enjoyed being fully joined with him in a loving embrace, and the idea of having that connection all night while she slept probably appealed to her.

Although for Koru, Se'weir, and Trissela it was just as often their rosebud. He'd find himself balls deep in their bowels, the saliva or arousal that had lubricated his shaft dried, leaving him stuck unless he wanted to pull out while soft.

Usually he'd just savor the pleasure as he drifted off again, but when he couldn't get back to sleep he'd either work some spit down there, or he'd find other ways to work himself to orgasm without moving inside her, feeling oddly satisfied as his pleasure rushed through him and he emptied his seed in her bowels.

Then he'd contentedly drift off back to sleep still buried in his lover's ass, soft or with a half-chub, until he woke again and the process repeated itself.

As for Zuri, Buttercup, and Marigold, it was just as often their mouths, sucking him gently as they slept until he erupted down their throats. At which point they woke up just enough to swallow contentedly before getting right back to sucking.

For Sia and Lily it was any or all of the above, and to a lesser extent all his wives and consorts explored the different options.

In other words, nights were heaven.


Chapter Four

Long Planned Trip

Early the next morning the household gathered in the courtyard in a flurry of last minute preparations.

All Dare's wives would be going with him, invited to Duke Hormot's big New Year's gala that evening. Marigold and Koru would also be going with them, his gnome consort to perform her duties as Head Maid for the household during the visit, and his orc consort of course to trade her portals with other lords as they'd previously decided on.

The children would be staying behind for now, at least for today, with Clovis and the other nursemaids babysitting. Although they'd probably spend at least a few nights in the region capitol as well.

The only exception was Marcus, who Marigold insisted on bringing with her since she felt he was too young to be away from her. Her decision wasn't too surprising, since she got oddly antsy whenever her son was out of her sight for too long. Leilanna had been more comfortable with letting Clovis care for Velissa for a day or so, but Dare could understand his gnome consort's feelings.

Although she planned to keep their son upstairs in one of the rooms where it was quieter, watched by one of the maids, and pop in to nurse him and keep him with her when she had the time.

That was just the beginning of their group. Lyan and Felicia had been invited along as guests, as well as a chance to reunite with friends and family in Redoubt. And Zeliz had been oddly insistent about passing off her duties as Head Maid to Le'nim so she could personally attend Dare's family in the region capitol, bringing along a few maids and manservants to assist the staff of the inn they were renting. Others from the household would come and go throughout the nine days, including all the children to be part of the fun and see the sights of Redoubt.

Outside the household Linia would be accompanying them as captain of the party's guard contingent, and also as Jind's plus one to the gala. Ilin and Amalisa were also joining them; as a knight raised by the King, the Monk had been invited to attend the festivities. His wife had agreed to join him in spite of the fact that she was only about a month and a half from giving birth, her noble heritage and familiarity with dealings in court invaluable for her foreign husband.

Also they were hoping use the visit to fundraise for their orphanage, as well as see if there were more orphans in need that they could take in.

As another knight raised after the Battle of Balor's Lair, Bradis had also been invited. And Estellis and the two new members of their harem, Lila and Esseme, were coming with him to see the sights. Carilina would be going as well with her children, wanting to visit Hormot.

Then there'd be three guards and three rangers as an escort, with Linia commanding the guards and Sir Carnon commanding the rangers.

No raptors would be going, not even Smoke. Even though the beasts were well trained, having them in the city would just invite potential trouble. In their place they'd brought enough horses for most people to have one, with Dare, Lily, Pella, and Ilin ready to run on foot with their increased speed if needed.

Koru finished casting the portal, and at Linia's brisk urging the rangers and guards darted through to ensure it was safe. Probably unnecessary since their destination was the portal courtyard in the Governor's Palace, but you could never be too careful.

Once the orange catgirl signaled the all clear servants led the horses through, then Dare and his family and their guests followed, Koru stepping through last of all.

The palace looked much transformed from the battened down refugee shelter it had been six months ago. Dare had seen it a few times since then, but it was obvious the staff had taken great pains to repair damage, clean, and beautify the grand structure since his last visit.

It looked like a suitable dwelling for the Governor of Bastion again, the way it had when he'd first seen it.

A pair of guards and a courtier bustled into the courtyard then froze, momentarily awed by the sight of the party. Dare imagined the sight through their eyes, with richly dressed nobles, consorts, and their guests and escorts arrayed before a portal. Aside from the maids and Bradis's consorts, all were close in level to the guards or much, much higher.

Maybe not as grand as the heroes of Haraldar and their royal guard escort Dare had seen parading through Jarn's Holdout what felt like a lifetime ago, but still pretty damn grand.

“Welcome, my Lord!” the courtier finally said, recovering from his amazement and offering a low bow. “On behalf of His Grace the Duke Harmot, Governor of Bastion, allow me to welcome the Cordery delegation. I am at your disposal for anything you might need.”

“Thank you,” Dare said politely, inclining his head. “We have an inn reserved in the city. The Velvet Song. We'll be going there now to settle in.”

“Very good, my Lord. We'll know to find you there with missives or invitations. And of course you've no doubt already received your invitation to the Governor's grand gala this evening?”

“We did indeed.” Dare motioned to his people, who mounted up on their horses. “We know the way, so you can get back to your duties.”

The courtier bowed, while the guards saluted crisply and bellowed, “Hail, Heroes of Bastion!” to him and his companions who'd taken part in the Battle of Balor's Lair.

Then Dare's group was across the yard and out the gate, onto the street passing through the nobles' district towards the market district.

The guards and rangers fanned out around the perimeter, and Dare instinctively moved between Marigold and the crowds they passed. Redoubt looked mostly recovered from the war and the refugee crisis, with all the nearby burned or destroyed buildings rebuilt. Fresh paint, new boards, and pristine cobbles hinted at the city's regrowth.

It helped when you had a Phasewarper as a governor, who could open portals to any place that had a surplus of needed trade goods. It would take time for Redoubt to return to its former glory, but it was on its way.

The crowds they passed looked reasonably well dressed, well fed, and happy. Energetic, even, given that tomorrow was a holiday and the festivities surrounding the Council of Lords lay ahead.

Dare had contributed to that with last week's caravan to the city, which had included dozens of barrels of beer, mead, and ale from Laketown's brewery and meadery, both operated by reasonably high level brewers he'd helped farm experience. As well as the operator of Laketown's distillery, which had produced fifty bottles of high quality whiskey.

Along with the drink had come slabs of frozen meat hunted in the true wilds, and ice cream, custard, and other frozen delicacies made by high level cooks. In spite of the quality of the food the profits had only been modest, but he'd been generous with the city stewards who'd purchased the items on the condition that they be offered for the same generous rates to citizens.

An unnecessary stipulation, as it turned out, because as part of the festivities Hormot would be offering free food and drink to the citizens of Redoubt on New Year's Eve tomorrow.

Perhaps he wanted to encourage the city to celebrate twice as hard, to help put the grim events of the last year behind them.

The Velvet Song, which Lily had taken to calling the Velvet Snog, hinting at something naughty, lay on the edge of the nobles' district where it met the market district. It was surrounded by high end shops offering luxury goods and services.

It was a brand new inn, in some places the paint literally still drying on the milled boards of its facade. Although that spoke more to the dubious choice of painting in the cold. The place was obviously intended to be high end, catering to the noble and wealthy, but with the trouble in Bastion those intentions had yet to be carried out.

As could be plainly seen in the innkeeper, who stood waiting for them in the stable yard.

Hodil was an emaciated, somewhat frantic looking man with a habit of dry washing his hands. He'd rebuilt this inn on the ashes of his old one with great difficulty, going into debt in order to do so. Prosperous times were still yet to come for him, and he seemed almost desperately grateful for their patronage and eager to please.

“Welcome to the Velvet Song, my Lord, my ladies, sirs!” he said, bowing repeatedly as they crowded the yard and began dismounting and unloading packhorses. “All the arrangements are made as yours and Lady Marona's Head Maids sent ahead to request, and my entire establishment is at the disposal of yours and the Baroness's households. The staff eagerly awaits to serve your every need.”

“Thank you,” Dare said, handing him a full purse of gold. “The specifics will be up to Miss Marigold and Miss Garena, but be aware that members of our households will be coming and going at all times throughout the ten days.”

“Of course, my Lord,” Hodil said with more bows. “The stables wait at all times to meet your needs.” He motioned to the structure, and Dare did a double take as he realized that what he'd thought was an unexpectedly tall man and woman leading horses out of the stables was something far different: they were the horses.

Centaurs.

Living, breathing, honest to gods centaurs.

They were smaller than the average horse, the woman smaller still, with snowy white coloring on their horse bodies and long flaxen hair bound in braids like a mane down their backs. Their skin was sun-tanned even in winter, likely due to the fact that in spite of the cold the man wore only a vest, seeming more for modesty than protection from the elements, while the woman wore a soft blue woolen halter top and light leather jacket open at the front.

Oh, and both also wore something like short pants on their hindquarters, obviously intended to cover their, ah, horse parts. Which looked a bit ridiculous, as they seemed well aware of and slightly disgruntled about.

The woman's human top half was slender but obviously strong, making him think of a viking shieldmaiden, her face sternly beautiful. She noticed Dare staring and her tanned cheeks showed a hint of a blush.

She hastily curtsied, lowering her gaze to the ground. With her horse body the movement was odd yet strangely graceful, bowing her forelegs and holding out her hands. The male centaur bowed in turn, then the two hurried to care for the Cordery party's horses.

Pella sidled up to him, tail wagging furiously beneath her heavy fur cloak. “This is your first time seeing a centaur!” she whispered excitedly. “Isn't she pretty?” She nudged him playfully. “How would that be for a roll in the hay, huh?”

He felt his cheeks heat. “I actually don't know how that would be,” he admitted. With the centaur girl's halter top and open jacket he could see where her top half met her horse half, and there was nothing there. That plus the shorts she was wearing suggested how she procreated.

His dog girl wife snickered at his discomfiture. “You'd mount her from behind just like everyone else, duh,” she said with a huge grin. “And yes, centaurs can breed with other races. Which makes centaur men very popular with the ladies, thanks to the ##### ###### making mating with them safe in spite of their . . . incredibly generous endowments.”

Dare wasn't sure what to make of that.

On the one hand centaurs were intelligent and could produce offspring with you, so there was no reason not to have one as a romantic partner. But on the other hand he'd be fucking her horse half, and on top of that her human half would be far out of arm's reach. He wasn't sure he was quite that adventurous.

Having fun with her human half, though . . . that might be something to consider.

Hodil cleared his throat, and Dare hastily turned his attention from the centaurs and back to the haggard innkeeper. “We'll be using horses, of course,” he told the man. “But many of us will be coming and going home through portals as well. We'll use the stableyard for that purpose, by your leave.”

Hodil's eyes bulged. “Of course, my Lord. I-I'd heard you have a Phasewarper. Quite the wonder.”

“Speaking of which,” Koru rumbled, “if you're fine here I'm going to go pick up Marona's party.”

“Okay, thanks honey,” Dare said, pulling his orc lover's head down to kiss her goodbye. Which seemed to shock the innkeeper and centaurs.

Koru grunted, looking a bit embarrassed but also pleased at the public display of affection, and moved to one end of the stable yard to begin casting a portal.

The rest of the party accepted Hodil's tour of the empty inn, the large, fairly high end structure reserved entirely for their use. Afterwards Marigold, with Zeliz's help, briskly began assigning rooms and getting the servants to work alongside the establishment's staff to make everyone comfortable.

As the maids busied themselves the rest of the party gathered in the common room, pushing tables together and settling in to relax and socialize. The group's plan was to set out and take in the sights of the region's capitol, and Dare was especially interested to see the new residential district Hormot had built to replace the slums, which had been burned down during the war.

But they were going to wait for Marona's party to arrive first, to enjoy a reunion with their friends from Terana before going out to enjoy the festivities.

He got to see his noble lover and their son frequently thanks to Koru's frequent portals down to the Cordery Expansion territory, popping in for a visit while the supply caravans were organized and his orc lover began casting the portal home. Still, he'd been so busy with other things lately it had been almost a month since his last visit, and he was eager to see them.

He was slightly in the lead on the twentieth round of an agility game with Linia, where they raced to snatch a coin out of the air as Pella tossed it between them, when Marigold abruptly clambered up onto a chair and clapped her hands, interrupting the various conversations and activity. “Koru should be opening up her portal within the next few minutes,” she called. “Assuming everything went smoothly in Terana.”

Dare eagerly pushed to his feet, abandoning the game, and he and his family poured out into the stableyard with Ilin and Amalisa to greet the baroness's party.

Their haste was a bit unnecessary, because the yard was empty aside from the centaur girl grooming one of the horses.

It looked as if Marona and her people were running late.

He noticed the centaur eyeing him, and with nothing else to do made his way over, Pella and Lily joining him. “Hi,” he said, offering his hand. “Sorry to bother you, but I've never met a centaur before and was wondering if you'd be willing to tell me something of your people. I'm Dare.”

She looked at his hand with bemusement for a moment, then hesitantly rested hers on it as if expecting him to kiss the back of it in courtly fashion. Maybe since she knew he was a lord and that's the sort of thing they did.

So he inwardly shrugged and did just that; her fingers were long and nimble, calloused from her work but soft.

“Well met, Lord Dare,” she said with careful politeness. “I'm Grace.”

She certainly moved gracefully; Dare wondered what she'd look like moving at a gallop.

Pella and Lily also introduced themselves, his dog girl wife admitting she'd never met a centaur either. “Is it odd to care for animals so similar to you?” she asked.

Grace snorted with surprising volume, tossing her mane-like blonde braid over her shoulder. “Is it odd for you to care for hounds, my Lady? Or Lady Lily rabbits, or your husband apes?”

Fair point.

The other centaur came out to join the conversation, and Grace introduced her brother Garland. “A pleasure, my Lord, my ladies,” he rumbled, voice so deep Dare could practically feel it in his chest. “If you have any questions about the care of your mounts, or are in need of service, please let us know.”

“I will,” he said, offering his hand. “Where do you hail from?”

The powerful centaur returned a crushing grip. “The Plains of Avarth to the west. We were part of a trade caravan to Elaivar that got caught in the turmoil in Bastion, and as some of our herd have yet to reunite with us we remain in the city and work for our keep until they arrive.”

“I'm sorry to hear that,” Lily said sympathetically, patting Grace's hand. “If you give us their names and descriptions we can keep an eye out for them in Cordery as well. And Dare goes on frequent forays out into the true wilds, so he can keep an eye out for them there too.”

“Of course,” Dare agreed. Someone probably would've mentioned meeting a centaur, but he'd make sure his rangers and guards searched more actively for any signs of them. And his party and camp followers as well when they explored the true wilds.

The corner of the stableyard shimmered with an opening portal, resolving into clear focus, and Helima and a few New Terana guards poured through to confirm the other side was safe. They gave the all clear, and moments later Marona carrying little Darren stepped through, flanked by Miss Garena and half a dozen of her maids.

Dare broke into a run to greet them, smiling hugely.

His noble lover was visibly showing with her pregnancy, their son cradled in her arms above her round belly. The baby was a little over half a year old now, a round little bundle in a warm winter coat and hat and covered with a blanket. But his big blue eyes looked around curiously at the snowy stableyard.

Marona, normally stately and formal in public, seemed to think that the yard of an inn reserved for their use was private enough. Or maybe she was just that happy to see Dare. As she spotted him approaching she cried out in joy and picked her way through the churned mud to him, falling into his arms.

He held her and their son close, kissing her fiercely then bending to kiss the baby's rosy little cheek. “You look beautiful,” he told her. Although he noticed her dark hair was streaked with far more silver than the last time he'd seen her, and her lovely, aristocratic features were drawn with stress and weariness.

She called him on it with a rueful smile, resting her head on his shoulder. “I look better than I feel, then. The last month has been . . . busy.” She turned to look as the portal winked closed, Koru the last one through and striding over to join them. She gave the huge orc woman a warm smile. “It was kind of Koru to come bring us up.”

Koru grunted and folded her arms across her chest. “I was not about to let my mate's six month pregnant lover and six month old baby travel for a week or more in the snow.”

“Especially not one only a year from turning 50.” The mature baroness smiled wanly. “I'll admit, I don't think I would've been able to make the trip without your aid. And with Bastion struggling to rebuild I need to be here this year more than ever.”

“Although I hope you'll come with us and stay a few nights in Phoenix Manor,” Dare said. “You and your household are more than welcome. And I'm excited to show you around.”

“I'm excited to see it,” she admitted, perking up. Her smile became more genuine as she looked around at his wives and consorts who'd joined them. “It would be good to visit all those who couldn't come.”

Lily laughed. “Oh, thanks to Koru pretty much everyone will be coming, at least to visit for a day or two. We all want to see the city, and it'll be an adventure for the babies.”

Marona sighed wistfully. “It must be nice to be able to make a trip of four days in twenty minutes. You can pop home whenever you like.” She hesitated. “It's selfish to ask, but would it be possible to hire your services leveling up a Phasewarper of my own? Belinda has agreed to switch classes.”

Dare shot a startled look at the dragon girl maid, who gave him an eager smile, showing her sharp little teeth; it was obvious she was hoping to have some fun with him during the visit. And maybe for longer, based on his noble lover's idea.

He certainly looked forward to the prospect. “I think that would be possible,” he said, grinning back at Belinda. “We'll need to make it a proper deal, though . . . I recently got another warning from the world system about not abusing my power.”

That had happened about two months ago, when the last of his guards and rangers had reached the level caps he'd decided on. A warning had been inevitable he supposed, what with leveling upwards of two hundred people to high 20s or low and mid 30s.

Sure, half of them were noncombat classes, but that didn't seem to matter much.

Ireni had assured him it was probably fine. As she'd put it, “The warnings will start getting a lot more dire if you ever stray too close to the point where a deity might actually step in and stir their followers up to a holy crusade, or contact the leader of a kingdom to send their highest level heroes after you.”

That had reassured him. Mostly.

“A warning?” Marona asked, brow furrowing. “Because you're leveling up so many people so quickly?”

“That's my guess.”

She grimaced. “That foul monster Balor was able to do it, and nobody stepped in to stop him until Bastion finally managed to band together to defeat him. If he can get away with it, I'm sure you'll be fine doing it for the purpose of defending Cordery and the kingdom's northern border and prospering the province. As long as you don't go seriously crazy with it.”

“That was our reasoning as well,” Ireni agreed. “That's why the guards are capped at Level 30 and the rangers at Level 35, with the specialists and officers able to get to 40. The noncombat classes can get as high as needed to be effective and prosper, and no higher.” She smiled at Belinda. “I think we can get away with leveling up a few more specialist combat classes and more vital noncombat classes, though.”

“Then you'll help me?” the dragon girl maid burst out, bounding over to join them with her thick tail lashing excitedly. “You'll level me up to 30 so I can help Terana like Koru has been helping you?”

They all smiled at her. “It would be my pleasure, Miss Belinda,” Dare said solemnly.

The dragon girl's golden oval eyes shone as she leaned up on tiptoes to whisper in his ear, soft forked tongue tickling inside. “Oh it will be. I'm going to thank you in ways you can't even imagine.”

That might be a bigger challenge than she thought. Although he was certainly looking forward to the attempt.

Miss Garena clapped her hands briskly. “Maids, to work! Let's leave Lady Marona to her reunion.”

The baroness smiled wryly and hefted little Darren higher in her arms, then winced as if the movement made her lower back twinge. Dare hurried to take his son, and looped an arm around her waist to support the weight of her pregnant belly with one hand, earning him a grateful look and a quiet moan of relief.

“You feel up to joining us exploring the city?” he asked, leaning down to kiss her cheek.

“If we can arrange a carriage, absolutely,” she replied, awkwardly reaching around to knuckle her lower back. “Celise works miracles with her massages, but the next nine days are going to involve a lot of standing, and even more uncomfortable sitting. I need to rest and relax my old bones while I can.”

“We'll probably need a line of carriages,” Pella said, looking at the crowd of family and friends around them.

Dare chuckled. “I'll ask Hodil if he can recommend a good livery stable.”

It turned out there was one nearby that was more than happy to provide comfortable carriages (using the new leaf spring design Dare had introduced last winter) to the baron and baroness of two provinces and their entourages. It didn't take long to make the arrangements, and within a half hour they were rattling down the newly cobbled or bricked streets of Redoubt.

The day passed enjoyably as they toured the nobles and market districts, as well as the new residential district that had replaced the slums. It was nice, if a bit plain, and had significantly improved the quality of life for residents there and the demeanor of the city in general.

Dare and Marona had been called to the palace and regional administration offices a few times, to provide information or deal with matters pertaining to their provinces, but for the most part it was a relaxing day.

They even found time to visit the large park in the nobles district for a late lunch.

The last time he'd been there was when his group had left Terana and been preparing to travel to Cordery, and it had been a destroyed mess after housing refugees for months. Residents of Redoubt they talked to insisted the place had been restored to its former glory, especially with the winter snow and ice concealing any remaining damage.

Still, until he saw the place once again full of ice sculptures, with snow piled into pristine drifts by air and water Mages to look like a winter wonderland, he hadn't quite believed it.

Lily immediately wanted to get out on the ice, remembering her fun time skating last year. And Pella thought it looked fun and wanted to give it a try too. Surprisingly, Koru also wanted to join them; apparently her people had some experience with ice skating, as inhabitants of the frigid north of the true wilds.

And of course Lyan and Felicia made a beeline for it, as thrill seeking teenagers would.

Dare had been looking forward to getting out on the ice himself, and he was only too happy to let his wives and lovers tug him to the skate rental stall, then out onto the ice. Meanwhile the rest of the party laid out blankets and prepared the picnic, watching them from the snowy lawn fronting the park.

He nearly had the speed to keep up with Lily, especially with Cheetah's Dash, and he enjoyed challenging himself against Koru's surprising skill as she powered across the pond on her dainty-looking skates. But he had to admit that he had the most fun with Pella and her boundless enthusiasm.

It was no surprise it was his dog girl wife who started the grand snowball fight on the ice, with them whizzing around awkwardly tossing snowballs gathered from the snowbanks at the edges of the frozen pond.

It was supposedly a free-for-all, although Lyan and Felicia not so secretly teamed up. And Dare wasn't really surprised when at the end his wives and lover all ended up chasing him across the frozen pond, until they got him close enough to a snowbank for Pella to tackle him into it.

At which point he was buried beneath a pile of giggling girls as they did their best to pin him, then tickle him and shove snow down his coat.

He finally cried uncle, and by unspoken agreement they made their way back to the group, flushed from laughter and their exertions. They were famished enough to inhale all the food the maids set out, all of which was still piping hot in spite of the below freezing temperature.

Then they wrapped up in blankets and let their food digest while Marigold and Belinda played music for them, enjoying the break from their duties to just spend time with friends and family.

Eventually, though, their pleasant afternoon in the park came to an end so they could return to the inn. It was only late afternoon, but the women needed time to properly prepare for the Governor's grand New Year's gala.


Chapter Five

Festivities

Dare felt a sense of deja vu from last year going to this party, when he found himself in a spare bedroom in the inn with Marigold again helping him clean up and put on his suit.

As well as seeing to his other needs.

His Head Maid's eyes twinkled mischievously as she walked face first onto his cock once she had him undressed, soft little rosebud lips warmly engulfing him. He couldn't help but roll his eyes and grin as he felt himself stiffen in her mouth, trailing his fingers through her silky, ankle-length pink hair as he enjoyed her diligent efforts.

Thankfully the body Sia had given him, combined with his incredibly high fertility, allowed him to produce copious amounts of semen and recharge quickly. His wives and consorts never missed an opportunity to drain him dry, and without a lot of added vigor he would've long since been reduced to a withered husk.

And loved every minute of it.

Once he emptied down his tiny gnome lover's throat in a series of intense, shuddering surges of pleasure, while she swallowed eagerly with noises of enjoyment, she briskly got back to work. First she sat him down on a cushion on the floor for a shave and a haircut, every bit as skilled as a professional stylist on Earth, and then she bathed him with soap and hot water.

She could've used Cleanse Target, but Dare got the distinct impression she wanted to run her small soft hands over every inch of him. Further proven by the fact that she didn't bother with a washcloth to soap him up.

Or the fact that she took almost five minutes washing his cock. “The girls are going to be finished before us at this rate,” he teased her.

Marigold laughed at that. “Please, we could screw for an hour and still be waiting for them. Do you have any idea what goes into a lady's preparations for a formal party?”

“I can honestly say I don't.” He settled back and allowed her to finish her soapy handjob.

When she felt his cock begin to throb with impending release she pointed it at her small upturned face, smiling in eager anticipation as jets of his seed painted her. After that she seemed satisfied and finished bathing him, dried him with a big fluffy towel, then led him to where his suit was laid out.

It had been made by a Clothier named Velia who Dare had helped level up to 35, and was hands down the finest thing he'd ever worn. Or seen for that matter.

With the exception of his wives' and consorts' dresses made by Velia, of course.

Unlike Tailors, who made adventuring gear for cloth-wearing classes along with clothes, Clothiers made solely cosmetic clothing. Because of that it was rare for any to bother leveling up, because even the wealthy seemed to think that clothes were clothes, and fancy clothes made by a Level 10 were as good as those made by a higher level.

Their mistake, and definitely their loss.

As it turned out, at higher levels the cloth materials and patterns made by Clothiers were practically (or more likely literally) magical. They looked almost ethereal, showing impossibly vibrant colors, complex and delicate patterns, a huge variety of textures, and other incredible features Dare had never seen even on Earth.

In fact, things that most likely weren't even physically possible without the aid of the world system and Collisa's special rules. Like shimmering, glowing, or doing other impossible things.

For example one of his favorite fabrics, a slinky reflective silver that somehow produced a rainbow sheen in the light.

He wouldn't wear something like that himself, of course, but his wives and consorts had quickly discovered how much he loved it and had all had their own clothes made with it. They all looked stunning, but Lily with her silver hair and otherworldly beauty had left him speechless when he first saw her in her new evening gown.

On top of the clothes being impossibly fine and beautiful, they were also ridiculously soft and comfortable. Not to mention shockingly durable against wear and stains and resistant to pests who might eat them in storage.

The clothes were so incredible, in fact, that his wives and consorts were constantly pressing him to level the cheerful bovid Clothier even higher. And so were the maids, who were issued French maid uniforms made by her and absolutely loved them. And his party members and all their friends.

And the wealthy and influential of the town, who had a waiting list of over 300 people wanting to buy Velia's clothes for obscene prices. Not to mention the prospect of exports.

Sure, the materials for crafting at that level were expensive and each piece of clothing could take hours to make, but even so her work was well worth the cost and effort.

Just how much wonder and opportunity had the people of Collisa missed out on all this time by refusing or not bothering to level their noncombat classes? Did the deities who'd created the world system ever get frustrated by seeing it so lamentably underutilized?

By that reasoning, though, why were they getting pissed off about him leveling people to the point of giving him a warning? Did they value balance so much more than seeing their own system and the people of their world living to their fullest potential?

Dare adjusted the cuffs of his suit. Unlike Collisan formal wear, which tended to be more flowy and baggy in odd places, Ireni had helped the Clothier design a slim three-piece business suit that could've been custom fit by the most expensive stores on Earth, complete with white collared shirt and black tie.

Unlike anything he could've gotten at home, though, this suit's cloth created the slightest wisping effect, like he was leaving an afterimage with every movement, especially when he moved quickly or suddenly. It was badass as hell.

In fact, he was toying with the idea of using the cloth to make garments to cover his leather armor, since when he was moving swiftly in motion or combat the effect could potentially confuse and disorient his enemies.

These clothes weren't supposed to have combat applications, but then again Snap hadn't been intended to have one either. He just hoped the gods wouldn't alter the cloth's attributes the moment it provided an advantage in a fight.

Dare liked this suit and would hate to see the cosmetic effects changed.

Judging by the way Marigold eyed him as if on the verge of diving for his cock again, she obviously approved as well. “You'll have a chance to tear this off me later,” he told her with a laugh.

She grinned back. “I'll hold you to that.” Waggling her round ass in her French maid's uniform, she slipped out the door to help his wives with their preparations.

He'd wanted to invite Marigold and the other consorts, and he was sure Hormot would've been happy to have them attend. But his family had given him slightly incredulous looks at the suggestion. “That's sweet of you,” Trissela had told him, “but let the wives enjoy this. Our time will come.”

It would. He was already making plans to propose to his sweet mermaid consort. He'd fallen in love with her over the last nine months, and he was eager to spend the rest of his life with her if she felt the same.

Although she and Ireni had both made it fairly clear she did.

Still, she deserved the best proposal he could give her, showing his full feeling for the woman he loved. And she'd get it.

Dare was prepared to propose to Seris, Selis, Buttercup, and Koru at the proper time as well. He loved them all and wanted to be with them for the rest of his life. To grow have children and grow old with them. He wasn't certain they all felt the same, but he'd put his heart out there and see.

He would've happily proposed to Marigold as well, in fact would probably already be married to her if she was willing. But she remained insistent on staying his Head Maid with benefits, and the mother of his child. He loved her and knew she loved him, and she often seemed wistful when she saw him happily married to the women he loved, but something held her back.

He almost got the sense she had some hidden fear, or more likely some specter from her past, holding her back from that final commitment, although his gentle attempts to get her to open up had proven fruitless. He wasn't sure how to help her, other than to be patient and supportive until she felt ready.

In any case, tonight he'd be going to the party with his wives, and fully intended to give them the best night possible.

Dare made his way down to the common room, where he was amused to find Ilin, Bradis, and Lyan waiting ready to go. And not a single one of the women who'd be accompanying them there yet.

Guess he and Marigold hadn't taken their time after all.

His friends and squire were all wearing clothes by the same Clothier, Bradis's a black that seemed to suck in the light and filled with a glittering expanse of white specks like a night sky, Lyan's a plain gray almost like a military uniform, but of such evidently superior cloth it was impossible not to notice. Ilin, who'd never lost his ascetic ways in spite of being a landed gentleman, wore Monk robes of simple tan and white that were similarly elevated by the material.

They passed the time tossing darts. Although Dare had to get fancy since he was a ranged class, and had stupidly good luck on top of that; they had to find creative ways to make it challenging so he wouldn't hit the bullseye.

Estellis and the other two women in Bradis's harem emerged first, stunning in their evening gowns. The tank obviously thought so too, grinning as he made his way over to kiss them in turn. Amalisa arrived soon after, equally transformed with makeup, jewelry, and a modest but elegant green dress.

Then, finally, Dare's wives and Marona descended, joined by his lovers and a dozen beaming maids. He could only stare in wonder.

He'd surprised his noble lover a couple months ago by bringing Velia down to make her a dozen beautiful dresses and other clothing items. But it was her turn to surprise him with a dress from the bovid Clothier he hadn't seen before, which she must've ordered with Koru's aid.

Marona's elegantly cut evening gown was fire.

In other words it spanned the colors of a flame, vivid and vibrant. But even more incredibly was that with every motion the cloth rippled so the colors shifted and changed, as if flickers of fire danced over the outfit. The ensemble was completed by jewelry and cloth of silver slippers set with rubies and fire topazes.

She looked absolutely stunning. But even her gown had fierce competition with the dresses his wives wore.

They all wore the softest velvet, cut to perfectly suit their various figures and each colored to the gemstone in the ring he'd given them, glittering where appropriate. Zuri wore a bright glittering yellow like her sapphire. Pella's was a white that shimmered like diamonds, matching Lily's identical diamond dress. Leilanna looked poured into a sparkling low cut ruby.

Ireni's gown also sparkled, a brilliant emerald, but it was slashed with reflective black like pearl with hidden depths. Hers and Sia's colors intertwined. And lastly Se'weir's was a warmer, creamier yellow pearl; like his goddess wife's it didn't sparkle, but like Sia's black pearl, the material of his hobgoblin wife's dress gleamed with hidden depths.

Needless to say, they all wore jewelry and shoes featuring those gemstones.

Dare went around kissing them all and giving them the lavish praise they deserved, then they hopped into carriages and started for the palace.

Like last year, the place was brilliantly lit with festive candles in the windows and lanterns on stands throughout the yard. A line of carriages and even a few sleighs wound down the drive and out the gate onto the street beyond, full of the nobles, wealthy, and influential of Bastion.

Their carriages joined the queue, and Dare, his wives, and Marona settled in to wait.

There was a metal tin suspended half an inch from the roof of the carriage which was filled with hot rocks, radiating modest heat to ward off the winter's chill. But Leilanna did the job far better by partially casting a fire spell to generate warmth from her glowing hands. They gratefully gathered around her as the vehicle's interior became nice and toasty.

The wait wasn't a long one, thankfully; Hormot's servants were courteous and efficient, managing to great each distinguished guest with the courtesy they were due. While also hustling them inside to be announced with no delay.

Soon it was their turn, and the herald was all effusive warmth as footmen ushered Dare's party out of their carriages and lined them up to go inside.

Marona went first, all serene dignity in her flamelike dress with the gentle swell of her pregnant belly leading the way. “See you in the hall,” she said, eyes dancing as Dare and his wives were assembled in a procession that tried to give them all an equal place around him.

Then she was gone, and it was their turn.

His entry was announced like it had been last year, although with far greater fanfare and attention. Which was unsurprising; back then he'd come on Marona's arm as her plus one, a prospective knight and landed gentleman with a humble estate. And Ireni, Leilanna, and Lily had come as his consorts, announced separately and largely a source of curiosity for the assembled dignitaries.

Now he was lord of one of the largest and by far the most populous and prosperous provinces in the region, a Knight of the Northern Wall and Hero of the Battle of Balor's Lair. He received nods of respect and even salutes from the assembled nobles as he descended the stairs.

And on his arms Zuri, Pella, Leilanna, Se'weir, Ireni, and Lily were all announced as ladies, every eye on them in their dazzling dresses. Which drew quite a stir, and even a few exclamations of amazement.

Although not all of the looks directed their way were friendly. Which was sadly to be expected since, with the exception of Ireni, they were some of the only nonhumans in the room. As goblinkin Zuri and Se'weir particularly drew some less than favorable attention.

Well, the region would learn to regard other races as equals. Or if they were too proud and stuck in their ways for that, they'd at least learn to respect Dare's wives.

He made note of the most intolerant expressions, committing them to the exceptional memory Sia had gifted him. He rarely forgot even small details, and he'd certainly remember the people giving the women he loved the stink eye.

If for no other reason than to snub them if they came toadying up.

Marona waited for them at the bottom of the stairs, and they joined her as they waited for Ilin and Amalisa, Bradis and his family, and Lyan to be announced. Their friends and Dare's squire all joined them soon enough, and they moved deeper into the section of the great hall set aside for socializing.

Before long he saw Jind approaching, dressed in the more traditional suit that was currently in fashion among Haraldan noblemen. Linia was on the Marshal's arm, wearing an orange dress slashed with cream that looked as if it had been painted on her petite curves.

Her presence there wasn't a surprise; she and her sister had disappeared to the palace a few hours early, already dressed in their formalwear, to join Jind at his invitation.

Speaking of Felicia, she followed behind them in a crisp Irregulars uniform, ostensibly there as an aide. Although from her delighted expression as she looked around the great hall in awe, she and Linia had obviously wheedled the indulgent Marshal into letting the teenager come along to attend her first grand gala.

Lyan, predictably, brightened as soon as he saw his friend and hurried over to engage her in conversation. From the looks of things he was working up the courage to ask her out onto the dance floor.

Although before he could, a roar of greeting that startled nearby partygoers heralded the arrival of Lorkar and his father. The Berserker swept his nephew up into a bear hug, exclaiming in amazed disbelief at his incredible progress leveling.

Actually, the young squire and Felicia could both be higher level than they were. But Dare had insisted on capping them at Level 25, worried about them getting too powerful before they'd become responsible enough to handle that power as adults.

It had meant needing to shift their party around so Buttercup and the others could continue to level up, and the teenagers had of course been disheartened and hurt. But he'd remained adamant in his decision.

In a few years when they turned 18, he'd be happy to give them all the help they wanted becoming as powerful as they could. But until then they could spend their time learning and growing in other ways.

“Dare!” Lorkar bellowed, finally dropping Lyan and striding over to give Dare a bear hug as well. “Good to see you again, lad. I see you've been more than diligent in your duties seeing to my nephew's education.”

Dare grinned as he clapped the big man on the back. “Good to see you again too. Still holding up in all this snow?”

A month ago he and Koru had taken a trip by raptor with Lyan to Ralia Manor, so the lad could visit his family. There they'd enjoyed a brief stay, welcomed as honored guests by the Ralia family, then finally left his squire there to stay for a couple weeks, able to come back any time now that Koru knew the area and could portal there.

It meant Lyan would always be able to see his family, without needing to spend days going there and back on a raptor, and he'd appreciated their thoughtfulness with the gesture. As had the Viscount of the Northwestern Marches and his family.

“Hah, this?” the Berserker said with a grin. “It's barely deep enough to be a nuisance as yet! You're a transplant to the north, lad. We were born to it.”

Dare couldn't dispute that, given the Ralia family's physical resemblance to the huge northern barbarians of any fantasy story. Although for all their size and boisterousness they were intelligent and refined.

“I suppose I'll get used to it in time,” he said with a grin, clapping his friend on the shoulder and moving on to shake hands with the viscount.

Lyan was eagerly telling his uncle and grandfather about the planned foray to Gurzan's Last Hold. Dare's party were all in their high 40s now, aside from Koru that is. But with the dungeon in the low 50s he wanted to get to 50 at least before going in, and all his other companions another level too if possible.

Including his scarlet orc lover; she was high enough level to farm experience with them now. If they could get her a couple more levels, she'd be able to sit back out of the fighting and leech experience in the dungeon as well.

“You don't pause for breath, do you lad?” Lorkar told Dare, shaking his head. The man had only gained a level in the time Dare had gained four, and given Lorkar was a bit lower level it would've taken less time for him.

“The higher I climb, the more my lungs expand to give me the strength I need,” Dare replied sagely.

Lily laughed. “You got that from Ilin, didn't you?” He just grinned, and there was some laughter among their friends.

Then the mood quickly became respectful as the crowd parted at Hormot's approach. “Welcome, my friends,” he said with a smile, exchanging handshakes or kissing the backs of hands all around. “I trust your travel was without incident?”

“Easiest trip of my life,” Marona said with a smile, fondly kissing the old duke's cheek. “And I'm glad I could be here for your first Council as Governor. Thank you for having us, Your Grace.”

“You are most welcome, my Lady. The proceedings will go more smoothly with your levelheaded insight.” He turned to Dare. “Could I have a moment of your time, Lord Dare?”

Surprised, Dare nodded. “Of course, Your Grace.”

Hormot led the way off to one side, an air Mage swirling wind around them to leave them in a pocket that eavesdroppers would have trouble penetrating, and which would expose Stealthers.

“Is this that sensitive?” Dare asked, motioning to the spellcaster.

“No, but I've gotten into the habit.” The duke stroked his snowy beard with a grimace. “Bero did a lot of damage with secrets, even ones that seemed innocuous. Better safe than sorry.”

“Fair enough.” Dare looked at his friend; in spite of his age and the burden of his new position, he still looked hale and energetic. “So what did you wish to speak of, Your Grace?”

Hormot grimaced. “It's a bit of an awkward issue, but best to address it. You should be forewarned at least . . . the swift growth and prosperity of Cordery Province has drawn a lot of, ah, attention.”

“Negative attention?” Dare asked wryly.

The old duke snorted. “Some think you've made a pact with some dark power, or at the very least a foreign interest that compromises your loyalty to Haraldar. Others are jealous. Some are simply alarmed that you've got an army of reasonably high level fighters, a high level Phasewarper, and the potential wealth to fund a war chest thanks your province's population of over three thousand-”

“Closer to six,” Dare cut in mildly. There had been a lot of refugees looking for a stable province to rebuild their lives.

“I must have missed that report.” Hormot whistled in amazed disbelief. “So nearly as many people as might be found in the least populous Marches. Especially after the devastation caused by Balor.” He stroked his long, snowy beard. “Sitting on the kingdom border, growing in power at an alarming rate, those who don't know you might reasonably fear rebellion or even secession.”

“Not much I can do about what other people think or fear,” Dare said curtly.

His friend threw back his head and laughed. “Spoken like someone still new to politics.” He quickly sobered, staring at him intently. “Although this isn't a laughing matter, friend. You can be the most loyal lord in the land, acting nobly and virtuously to the benefit of your people, the region, and the kingdom, and if others have reason to fear they might act against you anyway. Even without any evidence. Or they might envy your growing power and influence and seek to nip it in the bud. Success breeds jealousy . . . haven't you watched any famous play ever written?”

Shit, the man had a point. “What would you suggest?”

“Cement your ties to Bastion,” Hormot said. “Accept honors and titles, take part in politics, and attend social events frequented by nobles and the wealthy and influential. Make friends and allies. Present yourself to the other lords and the people of our region as someone who deeply loves Bastion.”

“I do,” Dare said firmly.

The old duke waved that aside, tone becoming brisk. “On that note, the purpose for which I sought you out. The Order of the Northern Wall is inviting you to be a Lord Judge in this year's Trials.”

Dare stared at him in shock. He'd only gained a place in the Order last year; was he really going to be on the other side of the Trials in such a short time?

Hormot seemed to guess his thoughts, chuckling. “It's unprecedented, but you more than qualify. And honestly it would make the process more enjoyable to have friends among the judges.” His smile widened. “Speaking of which, there'll be another familiar new face there . . . Viscount Ralia.”

That was good news. Dare liked the big, boisterous man, and looked forward to working with him. “I'd be honored to accept the position, Your Grace.”

“Good.” The duke offered his hand. “To the Trials.”

“And the future knights of Bastion.”

Hormot motioned to the Mage, who dropped the wall of air, and clapped Dare on the shoulder. “I wish I could chat longer, but a smart man takes care of business in the midst of pleasure . . . with so many of Bastion's elite here, now's the time to get things done.”

True enough. Dare would be wise to follow the duke's example and get to know the other lords and other notables in the region. He'd be working with them, doing business with them, and rebuilding Bastion alongside them.

Although for the moment he returned to his wives and invited them out onto the dance floor, starting with Zuri.

She seemed a bit self-conscious at first, but they'd all practiced the fashionable dances in the previous weeks and she soon grew comfortable and began to enjoy herself. He knew he was, happy his first love could be here with him to experience this.

They both studiously ignored the few backhanded comments from the other dancers that they overheard. Which was why as they left the dance floor, making their way back to rejoin the group, he tensed at the rumbling sound of a deep voice clearing his throat behind them.

He turned, wary, and at the sight of the person who'd approached was immediately on guard, stepping protectively in front of Zuri.

Focused on his beautiful wife on his arm, he'd failed to notice the dwarf sneaking up on them.
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An Elder, judging by his rich robes, ceremonial truesilver armor, and long white hair and thick snowy beard hanging below his belt. Not to mention truesilver chains, rings, belt buckle, and armbands, all studded with diamonds.

Fuck. Dare considered grabbing Zuri and Pouncing to someone as far away as possible. From the way she tensed she obviously felt the same.

He was so godsdamn sick of dwarves. Over the last six months they'd found two more teams of dwarvish trespassers who'd somehow managed to sneak into Gurzan's Last Hold. They'd also discovered that the dwarves of Haraldar were contesting his claim to the underground city to the King himself. And dragging Dare's name through the mud as they did so.

What the hell was this guy even doing here? Gador's Workings was still under siege, and sentiment concerning the dwarves was distinctly unfriendly in Bastion at the moment.

Dare would've felt worse about dwarves who had nothing to do with events being unfairly painted with that brush, if the event in question wasn't hundreds of dwarves trying to murder his family out of greed after calling him dwarf-friend. And being belligerently unapologetic about it even when caught red-handed. Not to mention the countless others trying to steal what was his and branding him a butcher of dwarves for protecting his family and land.

The Elder sighed wearily at their expressions. “A regrettable but unsurprising reception. Not the best foot to start things off on, but it can't be helped.”

Dare remained protectively in front of his wife; the Elder was a Level 37 Paladin and could be a threat to her. Unlikely as that was in the middle of a party.

Still, he wasn't taking any chances with these bastards; for all he knew this Elder could have Stealthed assassins with him.

Obviously thinking along the same lines, Ilin approached to stand protectively beside Zuri. “I've got my Third Eye active,” he murmured to them. “Let's regroup.”

The dwarf sighed. “That really isn't necessary, my friends. We're simply sharing amicable conversation among polite company.” He bowed so low his beard puddled on the floor. “Torik the Conciliator, Elder of Korogan's Vaults, at your service. I am given to believe you are Lord Darren Portsmouth, who has laid claim to Gurzan's Last Hold?”

All very polite and formal. The Elders of Gador's Workings had been as well, until they tried to murder Dare's family. “Excuse me,” he said as politely as he could, keeping himself between Torik and Zuri as they backed towards the others with Ilin.

The dwarf cursed quietly and hurried after them. “Please, Lord Darren, I only wish to speak.” When they didn't respond he cursed again. “Will it help if I state I have no affiliation with Gador's Workings, or indeed any of the dwarves of Haraldar? Korogan's Vaults lies a hundred miles into the true wilds, keeping to ourselves and minding our own business.”

Dare grudgingly stopped, motioning for Zuri and Ilin to keep going. They reluctantly did so, and he faced off with Torik. “The Conciliator, eh? No long list of titles and feats?”

The dwarf looked unfazed by his cool tone. “I'm given to believe humans find them tiresome. I realize I have an uphill battle here, considering how Gador's Workings poisoned your goodwill, but I believe we would both benefit from speaking to one another.”

“You know what else was an uphill battle?” Dare said, struggling to keep his tone neutral. “When an army of dwarves tried to murder an entire province's innocent refugees, including my family.”

Torik sighed again, stroking his beard. “Yes, and on Darmoor continent the humans of Tyrril's Strongfast recently attacked a nearby mountain hall unprovoked. They butchered hundreds of the elderly and babes, shackled thousands of the men to yokes, and took just as many of the women as pleasure slaves, shaving them like whores to further dishonor them. What has that to do with you and the humans here?”

“I've never heard of that place or that event,” Dare shot back. “I'm talking about right here, right now.”

“And I've stated that I have no affiliation with those who attacked you, and in truth hold them in contempt.” Torik shook his head, showing the slightest sign of frustration. “Your pardon for wasting both our time, Lord Darren, I was given to believe you were a reasonable man who was willing to treat other races with courtesy and fairness.”

Dare bit back the “fuck you” on the edge of his tongue.

Little as he liked to admit it, and he really didn't like to admit it, the Elder made a fair point. And whatever Dare's fury at Gador's Workings, it would be unreasonable to paint all dwarves with the same brush.

After all, he'd shared drinks with Gorfram not a month ago.

“Your pardon, Elder Torik,” he said, finally returning the dwarf's low, formal bow. “Darren Portsmouth of Cordery Province, at your service.”

The dwarf looked slightly relieved. “Well met. I'm going to get right to the point, Lord Darren. Korogan's Vaults accepts the offer you made to Gador's Workings. With the exception, of course, that trade will be with our mountain hall and not that foul pit of treachery.” He snorted loudly. “Which would be more lucrative for Cordery and Terana Province in any case, as we're much more prosperous.”

This was unexpected. And sounded too good to be true, considering everything Dare had been through with the dwarves. “Pardon me if I'm skeptical, but I've yet to see dwarves show any interest in fair dealing when it comes to Gurzan's Last Hold. I was more than accommodating to begin with, and see where that got me.”

“Yes, where it got you,” Torik said mildly. “If I could give a bit of advice, from an old man to a young lad, giving them the records was a huge mistake. Never give anything for free to someone who can afford it and is eager to pay.”

Dare frowned. “I was told if I tried to sell the records the Elders would be pissed and hate my guts, and might even go to war.”

The richly dressed dwarf snorted. “As opposed to what actually happened? Think of it, lad . . . is there any race that responds well to displays of weakness? They see that, they'll start to wonder what else they can get from you.”

Dare felt a surge of annoyance. “What they got was a bunch of dead or lifetime indentured kin,” he said sharply.

Now Torik laughed outright, slapping his knee in mirth. “That they did, and it couldn't have happened to a more deserving bunch of miserable rock fuckers.”

Dare didn't join the mirth. “Why the unsolicited advice, if I might ask?”

The Elder sobered, flashing yellowed teeth through his snowy beard in a grin or grimace. “Because your mistake cost us a fortune, and we're out the records too. Although I'd like to believe we'd have behaved better if you'd given us the records and offered to turn over the place for free once you cleared the dungeon, instead of those miserable dirt scrabblers in Gador's Workings.”

“Hey, if you don't want the place . . .” Dare growled.

The old dwarf just sighed again. “Your hostility is unhelpful but understandable. Hopefully when we prove we're trustworthy you'll change your view. We'd certainly rather have the friendship of the high level hero of Bastion holding our ancient ancestral home. Not to mention the lord of the province closest to Korogan's Vaults, from which you're boldly exploring into the true wilds. Our territories could have a wonderful relationship and do a lot of good for each other.”

“I wanted the friendship of the dwarves for a long time too,” Dare said, shaking his head. “I might give it another shot once they stop spitting at my proffered hand.”

“How about spitting on my own, then?” Torik spat into his palm and offered his hand. “Take a week to think it over, Lord Darren, then if you're willing sit down with me and the Governor in arbitration. Let's put this bad blood behind us.”

The man had been surprisingly accommodating in the face of Dare's open distrust. Suggesting he was either sincere and hoping for reconciliation or aggressively manipulative.

“We'll help sort out Gador's Workings too,” the Elder added, waggling his hand. “We've got our own bone to pick with them, and they're sitting on priceless records they don't deserve.”

Dare hoped he wasn't making a mistake as he spat into his hand and returned the short, sturdy man's handshake. But it couldn't hurt to at least hear him out. And Hormot would be able to offer sage advice, as would Ireni, Marona, Marigold, and even Gorfram if he was willing. “In a week then, Elder Torik.”

“Good lad!” The dwarf reached up and clapped him on the shoulder. “Come on then, let's go grab some mugs of ale and toast the future friendship between Cordery Province and Korogan's Vaults.”

“I'll share a drink with you,” Dare said cautiously, walking beside Torik towards the nearest servant bearing drinks. “Then I need to return to my wives.”

“Fair enough. That means I have the time it takes you to drain a mug to win you over.” Torik grinned. “If you're anything like me that won't give me long, but I'll make do.”


Chapter Six

Council of Lords

The next morning Dare woke early and headed to the palace to interview prospective knights with the rest of the Lord Judges.

If he was being honest he was excited to throw himself into it. He had some ideas for how to make the Trials a better test for all classes, gauging their wits, their skill, and most importantly their potential.

Particularly the crowd control support, which had in previous years been overlooked because they didn't fit a familiar niche, and their true value wasn't appreciated.

With Hormot, Jind, and Kolkar as fellow judges, he hoped they'd at least entertain his ideas.

“Can I saddle you a horse, my Lord?” Grace the stable hand called, looking up from where she was putting a horse through its paces.

“That's not necessary,” he said, pausing on his way to the street. He was eager to get to the palace, but he also wanted to get to know the cute centaur better. “I run faster than a horse.”

“Oh do you?” she asked, tossing her flaxen braid over her shoulder and stamping a delicate hoof. “I'd like to see you outrun me.” Her smile faltered as she remembered who she was talking to. “Pardon me, my Lord. That was disrespectful.”

Dare laughed easily. “Don't worry about that, I'm fine with informality in private. And to be honest, I'd like to race you too.” He wondered how she'd compare to a bunny girl or doe girl.

Grace smiled, looking pleased. “I have to work now, but I have free time in the early afternoons.”

“I'll try to get away then. I'd love to learn more about centaurs and your herd.” He paused. “And you.”

She blushed. “Then I'll hope to see you, my Lord.”

Dare bowed to her slightly and set off down the street. Aware of the lovely blonde centaur's eyes on him, he activated Cheetah's Dash and took off at a reasonable run, which let him blow past the few people on the street at speeds that drew surprised exclamations.

To his surprise, he found Lyan waiting with Felicia in the palace courtyard. He hadn't realized his squire had left the inn already or made his way here. “You two are up early,” he said lightly as he strode over to join them.

The two brightened eagerly. “Lyan's going to petition for knighthood!” the young teenaged catgirl exclaimed.

He was . . . what?

Lyan nodded, grinning from ear to ear. “I have a land grant gifted by my mother, and inheritance counts towards the necessary funds. Most of all, the requirements were dropped from Level 30 to 25 due to the turmoil!”

“You're sixteen,” Dare said, still thrown by the news.

“There's no minimum age in the rules!” Felicia burst out, cat ears twitching excitedly, curled hands held in front of her like paws, and tail curled into an eager question mark.

Probably because with a level requirement of 30, and how slowly most Haraldans leveled, it would've been beyond unprecedented for a teenager to reach that level. Even Dare had needed to pretend he was older than he looked to not raise eyebrows.

Or at least, older than his Collisan body looked, since he'd used his Earth age when he entered the trials last year.

This was a terrible idea. Not because Lyan wasn't capable of being a fine knight, since Dare could think of few who'd be more well suited. But it was too much responsibility too young. Not to mention the fact that knights were honor bound to fight in defense of Bastion, and an underage teenager shouldn't be in that situation.

Still, before he let the wind out of his squire's sails he decided he should probably talk to Kolkar, and Lorkar if he could find him. No doubt they'd have their own thoughts on the matter.

“I need to go join the Lord Judges,” he said, clapping his squire on the shoulder and nodding to Linia's little sister before continuing on to the palace.

“Put in a good word for me!” the lad called after him.

Dare shook his head dubiously and headed to the round chamber where he'd stood before the Lord Judges last year. An attendant by the door bowed low at his approach and let him through.

“Ah, lad!” Jind called cheerfully, waving from the semicircular table. “Just in time to give us a hand with these!” He, Kolkar, and Zor were hidden behind a stack of petitions, looking through them. Lord Herren, who'd been a Lord Judge last year but who Dare otherwise didn't know, was also there.

He took a seat next to Jind and grabbed a bound bundle of papers giving the details for one Kiris of Reddil. “What are we looking for here?” he asked.

“If they look good on paper so we can call them in for an interview,” Zor replied with a sour grunt, motioning to the mountain of documents. “We need to whittle this down or we'll be receiving petitions all week.”

Dare furrowed his brow as he began reading about Kiris. “What makes them look good on paper?”

Herren bundled up the papers in front of him and tossed them into a nearby waste bin. “If they actually meet all the conditions, for one. And it helps if they have legible handwriting and half decent spelling. And aren't criminals or psychotics.”

“Do that many people submit petitions who don't meet the conditions?” Dare asked with a frown.

The other lords all shared a hearty laugh. “Our attendants already whittled this stack down from one twice its height,” Kolkar said, throwing away the petition he'd been reading as well. “You'd be surprised how many try their luck, hoping small details will be overlooked or excused.”

Dare rubbed his forehead. “Speaking of which, I just spoke to Lyan. He intends to petition this year.”

That drew another hearty laugh. From the lad's grandfather the loudest of all, surprisingly. “Your squire seems to have learned your tendency to run before you can walk,” the big bear of a man said wryly.

“Age isn't specified in the rules,” Jind said, setting aside a bundle of papers on a smaller pile and digging into the stack, looking at names. “And I noticed you've somehow gotten him up to Level 25, as you seem to do so well. He probably meets all the conditions.” He grunted in satisfaction and withdrew a neatly arranged bundle. “Here, his petition. I bet it'll all be perfectly in order.” He flipped it open and began to read, Kolkar leaning over his shoulder.

Dare watched, bemused, as the two men finished skimming Lyan's petition. They shared a look, and with a shrug the Marshal put it on the pile of those who'd be seen. “Yep, looks good.”

“We're going to see him?” Dare asked incredulously.

That drew the loudest laugh of all, Herren slapping his knee in mirth. “He meets the conditions, lad,” Kolkar said. “That's all that's needed to get him through the first step.”

Dare hoped their mirth meant they weren't considering actually accepting his petition. “Do we sit out of the judging for him?” he asked the viscount.

Kolkar looked surprised. “Why would we?”

“He's my squire and your grandson . . . wouldn't that be a conflict of interest?”

“I don't know the term,” Jind admitted. “But if you're speaking of favoritism, it can hardly be avoided. Lord Judges are expected to be impartial.”

“And have a tendency to vote in favor of their friends,” Zor said with a wry smile. “It pays to have friends in high places.”

Dare shook his head and got to work trying to sort through the huge stack of petitions, wryly thinking that when Sia brought him to a world so like the fantasy games he loved, he hadn't expected to be doing so much paperwork.

One of the perks of his position.

The other lords probably had their own criteria for judging petitions, but unlike Herren he didn't ding people for bad handwriting; while just about everyone could read thanks to needing to use the world system, most had few reasons to write and no paper or other items to practice their handwriting on.

People with potential could come from the less educated, and likely more humble, petitioners. If they were worthy they deserved a chance.

Although speaking of worthy, he had a different response whenever he found a petition that talked about how knighthood was the prospective's due, because of his noble blood or wealthy family or political connections or whatever. Especially when the person didn't have any qualifications to support it.

He tossed those out without too much doubt it was the right call.

Whatever potential an entitled person might have, it was doubtful they'd reach it without the drive and passion of someone willing to work for success. At least not until they got a good dose of reality.

Also, nobles, scions of wealthy merchants, and others born to privilege were far more likely to become monsters like Ollivan or Bero. Or sycophantic shits like Zor. Or lazy and hedonistic like Viscount Jakan.

As Ilin had told him once, hard times made a person strong, and the strong thrived.

It was close to midmorning by the time they got through the pile. By that time Hormot and the other Lord Judges had joined them, and the work went more swiftly. The duke began sending runners out to fetch the prospective knights whose petitions had been accepted, and they settled in for the interviews.

Since Lyan was already there, and as a nod to Kolkar, he was one of the first called in, ahead of a prospective who'd been called for but was slow to arrive.

The squire was let into the circular chamber and directed to stand in the center, facing the eight judges. He was resplendent in his polished chainmail, with the two golden double-bladed axes of his house blazoned on his green surcoat, and he stood taller than everyone in the room besides his grandfather, Dare, and Jind.

Yet in spite of all that, with his youthful features it was hard to see him as more than a lad playacting as a man. And Dare had seen Lyan in action and knew his worth; how much more so must he look to the others?

Hormot treated the teenager's petition with all due gravity, asking the usual questions and verifying the provided documents. Lyan's stats showed a much higher than average strength and constitution, unsurprising given his family's reputation for size and hardiness. He also had higher than average stamina, agility, dexterity, and intellect.

The Lord Judges asked a few final questions, then the duke called a vote.

“No,” Kolkar growled, giving his grandson a stern look. “I applaud him for his boldness in trying, but he's running before he can walk. Come back in a few years and it'll be a different story.”

“I vote no,” Hormot said, shaking his head heavily. “Knighthood is a solemn duty. I do not believe he has the maturity for it.”

“I vote no,” Zor said flatly. “Forget any reasonable explanations, he's too fucking young. We'd be a laughingstock if we let him into the Trials.”

Jind stared at Lyan thoughtfully for a long minute. “Yes,” he finally said. “Knighthood is about merit, and the lad has it. As for his age, we can't rightly use it as an excuse because age is not mentioned in the rules anywhere.” He snorted. “Aside from maybe below the age of 12, since that would obviously make it impossible to reach Level 30.”

“I say sure,” Herren said. “He's tied to two important lords . . . his knighthood would be beneficial to Bastion.”

The next two Lord Judges voted no, either to curry favor with Kolkar or with genuine reservations. Which officially denied Lyan's petition, much to his disappointment. Although he did a good job hiding it.

That left Dare with a vote that didn't matter, although he was still obligated to cast it. His squire looked at him in anticipation, likely hoping for encouraging words after his defeat.

Dare gave him a nod of acknowledgement. “I believe that Lyan is every bit as qualified as needed, and could be a great knight,” he began, and felt a pang at the lad's bright smile. “But I agree with those who say he shouldn't. Not yet at least. Knighthood includes the duty to fight for Bastion, along with great authority. He should not have that weight on his shoulders at his age, or be called to fight and possibly die as a man of Haraldar before he can even be recognized as a man.”

Lyan's crushed expression was painful to see, but Dare continued firmly. “As others have said, in a few years certainly, knighthood is well within your reach if you strive for it. And I believe you'd make a most worthy one. But it's too soon. I vote no.”

“There you have it,” Hormot said, voice gentle. “Thank you for your petition, Lyan Ralia, but it is denied. However, you should never regret trying for something, even if you have setbacks. We thrive in adversity.”

The squire visibly struggled to keep his shoulders straight. “Thank you for your time, my lords,” he said, voice shaking. He bowed low, then strode swiftly from the room, practically fleeing.

Dare looked after him, heart heavy. Maybe he should've discouraged the lad from petitioning just yet.

He jumped as Kolkar clapped a heavy hand on his shoulder. “Regrettable,” the viscount said. “But a good learning opportunity for him. He's a good lad, he'll bounce back.”

“Think he'll forgive us for voting no?”

Kolkar snorted. “Eventually, I'm sure.” His voice became stern. “But either way, it was the right thing. It's our job to look out for the welfare of the young people we have responsibility for. He needs us to be his guardians before his friends.” He clapped his shoulder again. “A good lesson for you with your own children, lad.”

The rest of the petitions were fairly uneventful. Because the level requirement had been reduced to 25 there were a lot of younger prospectives this time around, although still in their mid to late 20s at the youngest.

They seemed relieved to have a younger judge on the panel, and looked to him more often. Although Dare remained objective in spite of their attempts to butter him up.

In the end they had around 200 prospective knights, far more than last year. They decided to have two different groups going through different parts of the Trials at the same time, which would make things a bit more chaotic.

“But more fun for the spectators,” Kolkar said with a booming laugh. “Something to bring good cheer and stability after the troubles of the last year.”

In spite of the huge numbers of petitioners they were able to finish by noon. They'd been picking over refreshments brought by the servants over the last several interviews, but when the attendant announced they were finished with the last petitioner Dare gratefully pushed his chair back, hoping he'd be able to make time for lunch with his family and friends at the inn.

It wasn't to be.

Jind clapped him on the shoulder. “Well, that's that until the Trials tomorrow morning.”

Hormot nodded. “Now that this is done with for now, there are some matters we should discuss before the Council of Lords begins tomorrow.” He pushed out of his seat with a weary grunt. “Shall we adjourn to the meeting hall, and call the lords and ladies who have already arrived?”

On the one hand Dare wanted to groan, since from what Marona had told him these pre-meetings tended to last all day and into the night just like the Council itself. But on the other hand she would be there with him, along with Ireni and Lily as his advisors, and Miss Garena and Celise as the baroness's.

That would make it much more bearable.

Apparently Hormot's chamberlain had been on the ball and called everyone to arrive at noon. The Lord Judges were actually among the last to arrive in the large meeting hall.

It could comfortably seat a few hundred people, and featured two long tables with comfortable seats, and an area partitioned off with chairs around tables and carpets for standing conversations.

All told there were about 60 lords there, between the roughly 42 barons of the region's provinces, the 4 viscounts of the Marches, the 2 earls, Duke Hormot, and various other functionaries, notables, and representatives.

Including, Dare noted, the dwarf Elder Torik, who gave them a polite bow but didn't try to approach; he was holding to their agreement to go before the Governor for arbitration later in the week. Dare bowed in return, willing to entertain the possibility that the guy actually might not be half bad.

Marona and Ireni had saved a seat between them just down the table from Jind and Gorfram. Dare settled into it, conferring briefly with his wives and noble lover as the other Lord Judges also found their spots.

Nothing much had happened before they arrived, mostly chatting among the various lords who lived farther away and were glad for the opportunity to catch up. As well as some banter and gossip.

Hormot stood and moved to the head of the tables, his air Mage at his side projecting his words throughout the room. “Welcome, lords and ladies of Bastion. We are here to assess the state of the region, particularly after the devastation of the last year. And to discuss how best to move forward to rebuild and bring a return to peace and prosperity.

“For those of you who've been newly granted titles, the Council will be split between formal sessions and smaller meetings to discuss cooperation between specific provinces or territories. For the sessions, those speaking will be assisted by Master Arand here to be heard by all.” He motioned to his Mage, who bowed. “We ask that you refrain from interruptions or cross chatter, out of courtesy to your fellow nobles and to prevent unnecessary disruption and confusion.

“As for the meetings, we ask that you keep the noise to a minimum, but it will be more informal and refreshments will be offered. We also ask that you don't interrupt a meeting without proper introductions, and refrain from wandering the hall. When it comes to whatever's decided here handshake agreements are fine, but bear in mind that if you wish to come to the Regional Government later to settle disputes, we'll need a formal contract or at least third party witnesses to the agreement. Our clerks stand ready to assist with contracts or notes of intent as needed.”

So far so good. From the sound of it the meetings were well structured and intended to get things done. Of course, it remained to be seen if Hormot's rules would be followed, and if not how the duke would follow through.

Few worries on that count; the man didn't put up with bullshit.

A clearing of the throat heralded Zor standing, waiting patiently until Hormot nodded and had the air Mage boost his voice. “I'd like to begin with the subject that seems to be on everyone's mind.” His less than friendly eyes turned to Dare as he continued. “Cordery.”

Right off the bat, huh?

The duke nodded obligingly. “We will certainly discuss that in due course. However, first I'd like to discuss the agenda for the meeting and a few guidelines for the structure of the discussions.”

The Earl of the East nodded and settled back into his chair, and Hormot continued. Dare relaxed, relieved that he wouldn't be put on the spot right away.

As it turned out, that happened about twenty minutes later, after the Governor finished outlining the agenda and Zor immediately jumped back into it. “Now that we've settled that, Your Grace,” he said politely. “I'm very keen to know how a single province on the border, which was completely devastated by the Outcasts of Balor, has managed to build up to a higher population than the rest of the Northeastern Marches combined. And is able to sustain that population with no issues.”

Hormot turned to Dare. “Would you like to report on the progress in Cordery Province, Lord Darren?”

Dare stood as the air Mage's spell shifted to him. “Of course, Your Grace, honored lords of Bastion.” He nodded to Ireni, who called in the Illusionist they'd hired and leveled up as a member of the Laketown Guards.

A rumble of surprise and interest passed through the room as the young woman cast an illusion spell over the front of the hall, a rectangle showing graphics and bullet points. Inspired, obviously, by projectors back on Earth.

He might've done manual labor moving barrels of chemicals around in a plant for most of his career, but he was no stranger to presentations.

Considering the work he'd put into preparing for this, it was safe to say he was more than happy to explain his policies and management methods in Cordery to the other lords. That knowledge could only benefit the people in other provinces, and Bastion and Haraldar as a whole.

He didn't give away any sensitive knowledge, though, such as the fact that one of his ranger parties was all Stealth classes. Or even that the Illusionist giving the presentation had been trained to use her magic in fights to disorient and confuse enemies.

Not with the actual crowd control abilities Illusionists got, since while useful enough those had a timer. Instead he had her use the bright flashing lights she was able to create with noncombat illusions to produce a similar effect to the visual component of flashbangs.

Especially when she worked together with the guards' air Mage, who'd found ways to create piercing noises to the same purpose. The two could leave an entire room of belligerent foes on the ground clutching their ears and squinting in pain while the guards moved in and safely restrained everyone.

At least until the gods inevitably rebalanced using noncombat magic like that.

Dare wasn't interested in any dry presentation full of numbers and business speak. Instead he clearly laid out all the relevant information such as population, taxes, estimated province revenue, and projected growth. He also had the Illusionist use relevant pictures of Laketown and the nearby settlements as information was given.

Particularly exterior and interior shots of the most lucrative businesses, along with the relevant information about them. Dare was especially excited about those, and also his discussion about his plans for new businesses.

Bafflingly, even though the information was all clearly laid out, and he'd checked with his family, manor staff, and leaders in Laketown to make sure it was easy to understand, many of the lords didn't seem to grasp it.

Or maybe they just didn't want to; in spite of the fact that his methods had resulted in clear prosperity for Cordery, his ideas were met with surprising skepticism. He fielded a surprising number of obtuse and borderline insulting questions, as well as derisive comments.

Many of which were called out, ignoring Hormot's urging to speak in turn.

“No slaves?” a baron from the Southwestern Marches called with a mocking laugh. “Who does the work?”

Dare resisted the urge to pinch the bridge of his nose. “Higher level crafters, laborers, and farmers. As I've explained. It's been well established that slaves forced to toil for fear of punishment are far less productive than free citizens working with a hope and expectation of prosperity.”

To say nothing of the moral ramifications of slavery, but Dare didn't expect many of the nobles here to be swayed by such arguments when the evil practice was such an integral part of Haraldar's culture.

Another lord snorted. “Foolishness, giving your people that much power. For you it may be fine since you've got an army backing you, but for most lords it would just lead to open revolt by the serfs. What if they all switched to combat classes at once and went on a rampage?”

Again, Dare was torn between amusement and annoyance. “My army came from among my citizens, my Lord. And what keeps them from going on a rampage is that they're prosperous and content with their families, free to work hard towards a good life.”

“I wasn't aware their sort were capable of hard work or planning for the future,” Jakan said with a bland smile. “I think you put too much faith in your own ideas, Lord Darren. Obviously your success comes from the fact that you've got a high level party farming valuable loot, you're ruthlessly exploiting the resources of your province, and you have a Phasewarper so you can jump around finding the best markets to buy and sell. That's all any smart man needs to get rich.”

“That's not how you enrich a province however, my Lord,” Marona cut in coolly. “Certainly not long term.”

“As for ruthlessly exploiting resources,” Dare said, “my Foresters and Tillers replant a tree to replace every one my Lumberjacks cut down. Obviously I can't replant ore deposits, clay, or stone, but those resources are there to be used for the betterment of Cordery's people.”

“And if those aren't enough you're more than happy to treat the true wilds and the Gadris Mountains as your private reserve,” Zor said snidely.

The petty comment wasn't worth a rebuttal; unclaimed territory was free to any who were willing to take the risk of venturing into it, as everyone knew.

Hormot cleared his throat impatiently. “Enough of this. Whether you agree with Lord Darren's ideas, his province is by far the most stable in the region. His people are fed, crime is virtually nonexistent, he sends trade and even generous aid to neighbors and to Redoubt, and his section of the border is rock solid.”

His lips quirked. “In fact, I have it on good authority that he routinely scouts and patrols along the entire northern border. Not just checking for danger, but clearing problem spawn points and putting down encroaching monster hordes and burgeoning populations of high level animal predators.”

“If he's doing that then why are we going to all the trouble and expense of supporting the other northern provinces in defending the border?” a baron from the Southwestern Marches protested. “Or him, for that matter . . . he doesn't need the help.”

The duke gave him a flat stare. “It's a fool who complains about the generosity and conscientiousness of others, especially when it benefits him.”

The baron flushed and fell silent.

Hormot's voice became firm. “Lord Darren's province prospers and his successes are hugely beneficial for Bastion. Which is more than I can say for many. Perhaps instead of picking apart his leadership, we can talk about how to get the rest of our region to the same state.”

“Why bother?” Kinar Rolis, Baron of Direstream Province, said glumly. “Our people are all just going to move to his province anyway.”

Dare shook his head wearily at the sally. He'd offered the man advice and even aid, but his fellow baron had curtly refused. He wasn't sure if it was suspicion or jealousy or arrogance or just flat out stupidity on Rolis's part, but he wasn't sure what he could do if the man didn't want to be helped.

Haraldar had a firm policy of free movement and settlement for its citizens, assuming they could find lodgings or land available to take a tenant contract out on. Nothing prevented people from Direstream or any other province from moving to Cordery for a better life, and Dare certainly wasn't about to refuse them if they were willing to work for it and follow his laws.

Hell, he'd even taken in wild tribes and other groups from beyond the border.

Dare finished his presentation and dismissed the Illusionist, then turned to the room. “Are there any questions, my lords and ladies?” Aside from the ones that had interrupted his presentation from the get-go, of course.

There were. A great number, although most seemed inspired by jealousy and spite rather than curiosity or interest in adopting the policies. And unfortunately they didn't just content themselves with questions or snide comments.

Zor abruptly stood, motioning to the bemused air Mage for the voice amplification spell. “Lord Darren is to be congratulated for Cordery's prosperity,” he called. “So much so, in fact, that perhaps we should consider raising its taxes.”

The nobles around the table all perked up at that, their expressions ranging from interested to disapproving. Dare tensed and glanced at Marona and Ireni, who'd also straightened.

So much for the Earl of the East not wanting to try to put a saddle on a dragon.

His motivation was clear, wanting to benefit from Cordery's prosperity with more tax revenue for his own coffers. Which, granted, would be a not inconsiderable amount.

“Is this a formal proposal?” Hormot said carefully, tone suggesting Zor was making a very large mistake.

“I believe it should be,” the Paladin said. “Bastion would benefit from the increased revenue.” He looked around at the assembled nobles. “What do you say, my lords? Shall we make this a formal proposal?”

“Direstream could use more funds in our rebuilding efforts,” Kinar said, standing to join the Paladin. “I support the proposal.”

“This is a mistake,” Marona said, remaining serenely seated. “The moment you start levying unfair taxes against one baron, it's only a matter of time before someone turns their eye on you. The floodgate opened a crack will swiftly become a torrent from the pressure. Bastion can't afford that in our weakened state.”

“Says another province that is due increased taxes,” Zor said, “considering you benefit from your lover's prosperity as well.”

“Mind your words, Lord Zor,” Hormot said coolly. “Let's keep this professional.”

A hubbub spread around the room as the various nobles discussed the proposal. Dare observed it impassively, quelling both his anger and his concern to present a strong front.

There was enough vocal support to make this a possibility. He wasn't concerned that extra taxes would cripple the province, unless they were ludicrously unfair. But they could strike a serious blow to their efforts there.

More importantly, he wasn't about to allow his province to be unjustly targeted by envious rivals.

He stood, quelling most of the discussion with that simple gesture. “Is our goal to work together to rebuild Bastion?” he asked quietly, his words amplified by the Mage. “It would seem that punishing people for success that benefits everyone works against that.”

“This isn't punishment,” Zor said with a sneer. “Those who can offer more, should offer more.”

“Not by force.” Dare looked around the room. “Let me be very clear, my lords. If you levy punitive taxes against Cordery for having the gall to do well, I will cease all charitable and cooperative efforts in Bastion. I will cease patrolling along the northern border beyond my own lands. And lastly I will cease all trade with the region.”

This caused a stir among the assembled lords and their advisors, people speaking out in shock, concern, and more than a little anger.

Hormot gave him a somewhat pained look. “That's a bit extreme, isn't it Lord Darren?”

“Not at all, Your Grace, but thank you for your concern,” Dare said brightly. “I have access to Phasewarpers, so I would lose nothing from finding new trade partners. In fact I would probably make significantly more profit to offset the unfair taxes.”

That caused another, more worried stir.

“I will take the same measures if unjust taxes are levied on my province,” Marona said placidly. “The fact that this idea is even being entertained is as disgraceful as it is foolish.”

Hormot wearily rubbed his brow. “In case you can't do the math, my lords, Lord Darren and Lady Marona withdrawing their support from the region would cost us orders of magnitude more than any revenue gained through taxes. To say nothing of personal opportunity cost.”

“Enough of this foolishness,” Kolkar growled. “Anyone who sincerely intends to disrupt over a century of tax policy in Bastion, imperil your own finances, and personally alienate me over petty jealousy, keep standing. That way we can laugh at you before shooting down this asinine proposal.”

The lords on their feet exchanged uncomfortable looks, then began sinking into their chairs one by one. Kinar wasn't even one of the last ones, plopping down with a sour look on his face.

Zor settled down into the chair at the same time as the final few holdouts, as if afraid to be seen as the last person on his feet confronting Dare, who remained standing looking at him with grim resolve.

Hormot looked around and nodded. “Very well, the proposal to raise taxes for Cordery and Terana provinces is abandoned. Let's move on.”

Dare finally settled down in his chair, casually leaning over to Ireni, who was busily taking notes. “Got all of them?”

“The lords we won't be doing business with in the future?” she murmured blandly. “How about Zor?”

“Oh definitely,” he said, giving the Paladin a tight smile that the man returned with a glare. “You brought it, right?”

“Of course.” His petite wife shuffled through her satchel and patted a neatly bound sheaf of folders. “There was more we could've found given time, solidifying our position, but it's enough. Looks like we'll be pulling the trigger on it at the Council after all.”

After almost two years on Collisa it sometimes took Dare aback when she and Sia used expressions from Earth. They almost sounded foreign to his ears now, and he had a better appreciation for the blank looks people often gave him when he used those phrases himself.

“Always nice when your enemies publicly out themselves backing an idea that'll never happen,” Marona murmured. “No baron is going to support another one being given the thumbscrews financially . . . as I said before, it could just as easily be turned on them once the precedent is set.”

She chuckled quietly. “And none of them could take the hit from raised taxes as easily as you. Not to mention you're friends with some of the most influential men and women here . . . few would be foolish enough to back the likes of Zor and Kinar over Hormot, Jind, and Kolkar.”

“And you,” Dare said, taking her hand under the table and giving it an appreciative squeeze; she hadn't needed to throw her support in with him, but it meant a lot that she had.

She squeezed his hand briefly, then began jotting down some of her own notes with Celise's assistance.

The rest of the day's meetings were fairly routine. The more formal meetings presided over by Hormot discussed the state of Bastion, getting reports from each baron, viscount, and earl in turn on their territory.

Most lords didn't seem to know what to make of Dare's presentation, and ignored it completely in their own reporting. Which tended to be far more sloppy and less well documented, with vaguer numbers and less concrete plans for the future.

During the portion where smaller groups of lords assembled for meetings, Dare, Marona, and their advisors found themselves inundated by nobles seeking trade opportunities with Cordery and Terana. For the most part it was enjoyable to meet other lords, discuss what each party needed and had to offer, and arrange for regular portals and other details.

It was surprisingly similar to haggling in a market, except on a larger scale, and Dare was happy to put his hard learned skills to work. As was Lily; she'd come late to haggling or using money in general, but she loved the challenge of it and the chance to work with other people.

Some of the lords were less pleasant, acting aggressive, condescending, or entitled. Dare cut those meetings short with nothing agreed on, so he could move on to more promising lords who wouldn't waste his time. And those who'd seriously supported Zor's tax hike he politely ignored.

Marona, while more diplomatic, was similarly firm in her negotiations. Which meant ultimately they found themselves surrounded by the more levelheaded, reasonable, and honest lords and ladies of Bastion.

Just the people Dare wanted to work with.

Sure, they might've missed out on some lucrative deals and trade opportunities, but what they saved in avoided hassle was well worth the passed over revenue.

The only lord who'd supported the raised taxes who Dare talked to was Zor himself. After seeking out Hormot, that is. “Be ready for a possible stir,” he warned the duke.

His friend stroked his long snowy beard. “About to start trouble?”

“About to resolve it for everyone involved, I believe.” Dare bowed, offered his arm to Ireni, and they made their way over to where Zor was gathered with a huddle of likeminded cronies.

The lords faced them warily as they approached, and Dare bowed as Ireni curtsied. “A moment of your time when it's convenient, Lord Zor?” he said politely.

“And if it isn't?”

Dare glanced at Ireni and shrugged. She just smiled and shrugged back. The Paladin looked between them, grimaced, and with a jerk of his head led them off to one side out of earshot of the others. “Listen, I hope you understand that this business about the taxes was nothing personal, Lord Darren,” he said stiffly. “I was merely looking out for the best interests of Bastion.”

“I understand exactly what you were doing,” Dare replied, looping an arm around Ireni's waist. “You remember my wife Ireni?”

Sia took the fore, speaking with false sweetness. “I'm sure he does. The woman he let his friend beat and attempt to rape in his own camp, and did nothing about.”

The Paladin blanched. “That is well behind us, my Lady.”

“It will be soon.” Small and delicate as she was, she somehow managed to convey a surprisingly intimidating aura as she grinned at him. “You should've gone with your first instinct of not interfering with us, my Lord.”

Zor flushed. “Are you threatening me? I am your liege lord!”

“Of course we're not.” The goddess turned to Dare, hugging his arm tighter. “Would you like to tell him?”

He nodded and withdrew a folder, handing it to Zor. “You'll find in there a list of all your finances, down to the smallest investment and parcel of land.”

The Paladin's eyes widened with shock as he snatched the document and flipped it open, beginning to read. His face flushed further. “How did-”

“It also provides evidence of you falsely reporting your taxes and withholding from amounts you were supposed to turn over to Duke Hormot, and ultimately to the Crown,” Ireni added, taking the fore. “A practice you've maintained for quite some time, but accelerated dramatically since the trouble in Bastion began.”

Zor's flushed face paled. “Fabricated,” he snapped, but much of his bluster was gone.

“I suppose that will be up to His Grace.” Dare turned away. “I'm sure he'll be very interested. And no doubt the King's administrators as well.”

The Paladin rushed to get in front of them. “You'd stoop to this pettiness over a matter of a proposed tax raise that didn't even go anywhere?” he demanded furiously.

Dare shared a look with Ireni. “I was never comfortable with the idea of you being my liege lord,” he said. “You've made it clear you're my enemy and you have a history of abusing power. So I took steps to defend myself, if needed.”

Thanks in large part to Ireni's and Marigold's acumen with Haraldan bureaucracy, to unearth the clumsily concealed false accounting and connect all the dots.

“To be honest, given the severity of your false reporting and theft of taxes, we were going to report you anyway,” he continued. “Although after you came after us like this it makes it more satisfying.”

“Also Duke Hormot would've likely been willing to work with you on the matter of the taxes, so you might have kept your position and avoided anything beyond censures and fines, if you hadn't pissed him off,” Sia said, returning to the fore with a smile of vicious satisfaction; she was a lot less forgiving than Ireni to those who hurt her family, or even allowed them to be hurt. “I have a feeling he'll be a lot less accommodating now.”

Zor cursed and practically dashed past them towards the duke, leaving them to follow at a more sedate pace, arm in arm.

As it turned out, Hormot didn't look in the mood to be accommodating when he finally figured out what was going on, and they presented their evidence. Zor, now sweating profusely, saw the duke's expression darken as he read through the documents and began to look sick. “I can explain,” he said weakly.

“You will have multiple opportunities to, I expect.” Hormot nodded towards the door. “Come with me please, my Lord. I'll offer you the dignity of leaving the presence of our peers without escort before placing you in the care of the guards.”

Zor swallowed, nodded silently, and did his best to square his shoulders and look confident as he strode to the doors with Hormot.

Ireni rested her head on Dare's shoulder as they watched. “There's one more problem dealt with,” she murmured. She didn't sound relieved that the last shadow of her traumatic event with Ollivan was lifted, or satisfied that Zor had gotten his due. Merely happy that the Paladin would no longer be a thorn in their sides.

Dare hoped.

Hormot returned about a half hour later and pulled them aside from their continued meetings with Marona and other friendly lords for a chat. “So you've been doing some investigative work on the side,” he said with a grim smile. “Very civic-minded of you.”

“We had plenty of incentive,” Ireni said. “Cordery's taxes go through Zor, and if they don't reach you and through you the Crown, that could come back on us.”

“If he was clever enough to pin the blame on you, of which I see no evidence.” Hormot tapped the folder. “I trust you didn't do anything unlawful to get this information?”

Dare shook his head. “It was all in the records. The discrepancies just needed to be spotted, tracked down, and verified with witnesses. Many of whom are from Cordery.” He smiled at Ireni. “My wife is very good at that sort of investigating.” She smiled back widely.

“I can't say I'm surprised Zor was stealing taxes,” the duke said with a sigh. “More than a few lords likely used the turmoil caused by the Outcasts of Balor to skimp on their taxes or steal from the Crown. And Zor is just the sort of crony weasel who'd get greedy and push for a stupid amount before finally being caught.”

“Funny that he was willing to try to screw me on taxes when he was stealing himself,” Dare said. “Probably not the best idea to draw attention to them at all.”

Hormot chuckled. “Greedy people usually hang themselves with the nooses they throw at others.”

“What will happen to him?” Ireni asked.

“I suppose that'll be up to the King.” The duke stroked his beard. “Although he has a history of being very harsh with anyone who messes with taxes . . . pretty much the only time he pays any real attention to the border regions. So I imagine Zor will be punished severely with fines and penalties, and perhaps lose his new title and be restored to his previous position of baron.”

Not the worst outcome.

“In any case, Zor won't be in a position to cause you any more grief, at least for a while,” Hormot concluded with a tight smile. “And I can't say I mind overmuch . . . he's no monster like Bero, but we can do without weasels of his sort.”

“I won't complain about not being sworn to him, if that's how it goes,” Dare said.

The old man grinned. “I should probably warn you that titles don't usually flip around like this. Usually such positions last generations with no change. But the King is an impatient sort, and with Bastion in upheaval he's even less willing to suffer fools.”

“Which ended up being a boon for us,” Dare said with a smile.

His friend chuckled. “If you've got some time in a few minutes, I'd like to speak to you about some business opportunities as well. Until then I'll leave you to your meetings.”

“Of course, Your Grace.” Dare offered Ireni his arm, and they left to continue making negotiations with the lords of Bastion.


Chapter Seven

New Year

The pre-meetings for the Council of Lords lasted until after dark before Hormot finally dismissed them to formally begin the Council in the morning.

“All save myself and the other Lord Judges,” he said with a weary smile as everyone gathered their various notes and documents and prepared to leave. “We'll attend as time allows over the next few days, and our advisors will be there in our stead to report on the proceedings.”

Dare was unexpectedly weary after a day of sitting on his ass looking at papers and talking to first prospective knights, then the lords of the region. But the night wasn't over yet, and the prospect of getting out and stretching his legs filled him with eagerness.

The entire harem and their friends would be going out to enjoy the New Years Eve festivities. He'd even offered the services of the Laketown Guards' Illusionist and air Mage to the celebration, adding their Illusions complete with sound effects to the show in the sky.

He'd wanted to visit the Crate again, this time with enough money to rent out tables so they could properly enjoy the place. His wives and lovers would've happily gone along, and possibly still would later in the night depending on how they were all feeling.

But it wasn't just them tonight.

With their more reserved friends like Ilin, Amalisa, Carilina, and Jurrin, not to mention Lyan and Felicia, they needed to find a more family friendly activity. Especially given the fact that Marona with her age and pregnant condition should avoid dense, boisterous crowds.

So the party of better than a hundred people made their way back to the winter wonderland park in the nobles' district.

Lyan was still sullen after his rejected petition, huddling close with Felicia and slumping along glumly with his hands in his pockets. Dare wanted to give him space, but he joined the two long enough to try to toss the lad a consolation prize.

“As my squire, I'd like you to attend me and the Lord Judges as we observe the Trials,” he offered.

Lyan replied with a surly grunt.

Felicia glowered at Dare, obviously also indignant at him rejecting her friend's petition, but nudged the squire. “Marshal Jind invited me to attend him for the Trials,” she said.

That perked the lad up a bit. “Fine, I'll go,” he muttered.

“Good lad.” Dare clapped his squire on the shoulder and sped up to scoop Zuri into his arms.

Lorkar, Kolkar, and the rest of Lyan's family were already at the park, and made their way over to exchange hugs and forearm clasps.

Jind was there too with Linia on his arm, and Gorfram, Ulma, and a handful of the other Irregulars. Dare tried to catch the dwarf maiden's eye, but she steadfastly ignored him; she still hadn't forgiven him for getting the dwarvish Irregulars involved in the feud with Gador's Workings.

The other Irregulars didn't ignore them, though, coming over to offer their greetings. Which made for a somewhat confused but boisterous gathering as they made their way onto the snow-covered lawn.

“What was that business with Zor?” Jind asked, ruffling Felicia's ears in greeting. Much to the teenager's pouting annoyance. “According to the rumors you put some sort of financial smackdown on him.”

“Falsifying tax reports and theft from the Crown,” Dare replied, finding Ireni among his wives and putting an arm around her waist. “Including funds from Cordery, which gave us extra motivation to pin down his illegal activities.”

“So that's what he was up to, eh?” Gorfram growled. “He's the sort of weasel who'd do it.”

Kolkar shook his head sadly. “Still, it's a shame. He was a snake and got what was coming to him, no doubt, but even so. He was brave in battle and an able leader . . . he could've been a great man if he'd shown more honor.”

The maids spread out blankets and furs and a pavilion wall to block the wind coming in from the north, then laid out hot gourmet food from insulated containers. They tucked in as they caught up and discussed the past year with all its highs and lows.

Dare ended up beneath a blanket cuddled between Pella and Leilanna, with Zuri on his lap and Se'weir kneeling behind him, arms around his shoulders. They enjoyed a pleasant conversation with their friends as they ate, then played some of the games he'd recreated from Earth.

Jind and Lorkar seemed fascinated by the intricate and often complex games. It took them a while to get it, but once they did their competitive natures won out and they focused hard on victory.

Which probably explained why they were so salty when Lyan won; the squire loved these games and spent a lot of time thinking through various strategies to win. He and Felicia would often try to wheedle others to play with them when they had no other duties.

“You shouldn't gloat so when it's our first time and we're still learning the rules, nephew,” Lorkar growled.

Lyan laughed. “You seemed to feel differently all those times you trounced me while teaching me the sword. Didn't you always say “your enemies will have little sympathy for your inexperience when they cut you down on the battlefield,” then make me get back up and try again?”

The Berserker rumbled, something between annoyance and laughter. “Set it up for another round then, lad.”

The squire eagerly complied, Felicia, Linia, and Jind also wanting to play again.

Finally Marigold, ever the efficient Head Maid, informed them that midnight was approaching, and they settled back on the blankets to watch the sky as the light show began.

Fireworks weren't a thing on Collisa, since gunpowder was withheld from the crafting system to preserve world balance. But various spellcasters could produce similar effects: fireballs, bolts of lightning, exploding frost balls backlit by lights, bright flashes, and other surprisingly clever applications for spells usually used for combat.

Although by far the best show was provided by Illusionists, the lower level ones providing incredible street shows while the higher level ones could paint their Illusions with the sky itself as a canvas.

A cheer swept over the park, Dare and his party joining in exuberantly, and brilliant flashes and booms of sound heralded the arrival of the new year. Even Leilanna took part, tossing some fireballs into the air with a gleeful shout.

Although they all quickly settled down to watch the show the Illusionists put on.

Unsurprisingly, it featured the Battle of Balor's Lair. Hideous arachnids done in ominous reds and blacks, rendered so accurately he could imagine he was back in those foul tunnels, battled furiously against two groups of glorious figures shining gold and silver.

“Look, Jind, it's you!” Linia, seated on the Marshal's lap, abruptly shouted, pointing. Sure enough, one of the heroes bore the crossed silver bow and pike on a golden field of the Irregulars, wielding a bow that shot sparkling silver arrows four at a time.

“And there's Grandpa!” Lyan called, pointing to a venerable and hale warrior bearing the colors of House Ralia in the second group of heroes.

“And Duke Hormot,” Carilina added, pointing at a larger than life figure with shining white hair and beard streaming behind him as he led the way into the tunnels.

On Dare's lap Zuri gasped, then began to bounce up and down in excitement. “And you, Dare! There you are!”

Sure enough, among the fighters following Jind Dare saw another bowman, wielding an absolutely stupidly big bow, with jet black hair streaming in the wind. The sigil of House Portsmouth, the black bow with nocked arrow on a field of green, blazed proudly on his chest.

They'd only gotten the sigil officially approved and recognized by the Crown a month ago, and it felt damn good to see it displayed. Although the battle against Balor's minions had taken place before he became Baron of Cordery Province, and thus gained the right to have a sigil, so it wasn't exactly accurate.

“And Lily!” Pella squealed, bounding to her feet and pointing as her wagging tail batted Dare's face in her eagerness. “Look! Look! You look blessed by the Angel of Beauty!”

It was true. Lily was all silver, the Illusionist managing to capture her ethereal loveliness in spite of the more crude details of the Illusion. She fought at Dare's side, both of them downing arachnii, draconids, orcs, and bovids one after another and guarding each other's backs.

The group pointed out other friends and heroes they recognized among the fight, then joined the boos and hisses of the surrounding crowd as Balor burst among the heroes, ten times as big as them and pulsing a vile black and green that made the sky look diseased.

The boos briefly turned to cheers as a figure who was obviously Bero, cowardly trying to backstab the arachnii patriarch, was suddenly captured in one of Balor's hands and exploded in a shower of greasy yellow sparks. Dare exchanged amused glances with Jind, who shrugged innocently.

Then Hormot finished Balor with a blow from his dagger, and cheers resounded across the entire city as the arachnii patriarch convulsed in a dramatically drawn out death scene.

The light show faded away and another began, this time of Redoubt lying in ruins, only to swiftly transform with what almost looked like time lapse as it was rebuilt to its former glory. With it air Mages magnified hopeful music, promising a bright future for Bastion.

That drew more cheers, people seeming eager to believe that the troubles were over and good times had come again.

More light shows followed, celebrating the glorious past of Bastion. The brave adventurers who'd pushed back the true wilds, the brave settlers who'd come behind to eke out a new future in the harsh northern region, and the wars and battles to protect it.

Finally, though, the lights in the sky faded, leaving a few final jubilant displays tossed by spellcasters to create illumination as the group packed up and prepared to leave, bidding farewell to their friends.

Marona had actually fallen asleep, her head on Dare's knee as Zuri lovingly stroked her hair. She didn't even protest as he gathered her up in his arms to carry her to her carriage, resting her head on his shoulder and sleepily kissing his neck before drifting off again.

Back at the inn Koru began preparing a portal to Phoenix Manor for everyone who wanted to go home, or to come to Redoubt from home as previously arranged. Dare carried his noble lover up to the bed they planned to share, although his night wasn't over yet.

As planned, he and his harem were going to visit the Crate, along with Belinda, Celise, and Bradis and his harem.

Although when he returned to the stable yard to see if everyone was ready to go, he was surprised to see Marigold waiting with the others headed home, holding a sleeping Marcus in her arms. He knew for a fact she'd been eager to see the Crate, since she hadn't really been able to last year, so this was a bit unexpected.

He made his way over to her, and she handed their son off to Misini and held out her arms.

Dare grinned and lifted his beautiful gnome consort up to kiss her soundly. “Heading back for the night?”

“Mmm,” she agreed, slipping her soft pink tongue into his mouth. “Marcus has been fussy today, probably not used to being away from home and surrounded by so much excitement. I figure we'll both sleep better at home.” She grinned. “Besides, I need to make sure the manor's not falling apart in our absence.”

He hesitated. “Hey, Le'nim is on top of things. You can take more time for the baby, here or there.”

Marigold sighed and flipped her ankle-length pink hair over a shoulder. “My love, I've already told you I don't ever want to be a pampered pris-” she briefly froze before setting her jaw and continuing even more fiercely, “princess lounging around self-indulgently. I hate that life.”

Dare blinked at her vehemence. As far as he knew she was a humble girl from the gnomish settlement of Deepwater, who'd left there to take employ at Montshadow Estate. Surely her only exposure to that life was Marona and his own home, and both of them weren't your typical nobility.

Was she secretly unhappy at Phoenix Manor?

“None of us lounge around,” he said slowly, stroking her back.

“No, of course not,” his adorable consort said, big blue eyes softening. “And I love that all of us in your harem aren't just entitled trophies lounging around learning music or reading naughty ladies' stories, while our children are raised by nannies and we see them maybe once a day to tuck them in.”

Dare chuckled. “If you all spent a day lounging around then the manor, Laketown, and likely all of Cordery would come to a stuttering halt.”

She giggled. “I know, and I love it. We're all a part of this with you, a team working together.” She kissed him fondly. “No, more than a team . . . we're a real family, and a happy one. You don't know how rare and wonderful that is.”

His heart swelled at her words and he hugged her tight. “I know exactly how rare and wonderful it is, and I'm grateful every moment for it.”

“I know.” She nuzzled his cheek with a contented noise, then drew back to look at him solemnly. “It makes me happy to work with my two hands. To not just direct the maids but get down on my hands and knees and scrub the floors. Having a hand in maintaining the home I love, seeing to the comfort of the people I love.”

“And we'd all be lost without you.” He kissed her again, soft and lingering. “I love you, Marigold.”

Her plump little body shivered in delight and she hugged him tighter. “I love you too, Dare. I'm glad to be your Head Maid, and a part of our family. It's-” She hesitated, then continued with deep sincerity. “It's all I ever dreamed of. More than I'd ever hoped for.”

She rested her forehead against his, sighing breath brushing his lips. “Don't ever doubt that. This is where I want to be, with you, whatever the future may hold for us.”

Dare's heart soared, and he held her tight and spun her around with a laugh. “Whatever the future may hold.”

He'd been confident Marigold was happy with him, and sure she felt for him as he felt for her. But to hear it, to know for certain, felt incredible.

Maybe it was time to arrange for a pink diamond ring for the woman he loved. He wasn't sure she was ready for marriage, or whether she was interested in it at all.

But if she was, he would be overjoyed to spend his life with her.

Misini brought Marcus over, and Dare held him and kissed him goodbye. His gnome son had grown a fuzz of deep blue hair on his big round head; Marigold always looked a bit uncomfortable talking about where that coloring had come from, making him wonder if she was afraid he might fear the child wasn't his, which was absurd.

He wanted to reassure her on that count, but he also didn't want her to think he even considered that a possibility, so he let her take the lead talking about the subject.

In any case, her best guess for it was that was how Dare's traits presented in a gnome baby. That sort of thing was fairly common when having children with other races, apparently. Like if he were to have a child with Belinda (although she didn't seem interested in that at the moment), the baby's scales would probably be much paler green.

Likely supporting that guess, Marcus's eyes were were the same deep blue as his.

Koru finished casting the portal and people returning to Phoenix Manor began streaming through. Dare handed his son back to Marigold, and she gave him a last brilliant smile as she hurried into the giant shimmering sphere.

After everyone had passed through several people came the other way. Including Buttercup, who had finished her midnight scrying and was looking forward to a night on the town. Although Dare wondered how his timid consort would react to the brazen sensuality of the Crate.

The New Year's celebration was still in full swing as they made their way to the red light district. The place, bordering the slums as it did, had taken a lot of damage during the turmoil when refugees had packed Redoubt.

Especially when Bero burned the slums to the ground.

But the place had been rebuilt same as the rest of the city. And thankfully the Crate itself had either been spared the destruction or had rebuilt good as new.

In spite of the late hour the place was packed with customers, all craning to watch a brilliant golden dragon girl up on the stage. She was already nude, and definitely deserved to draw every eye considering she was lewdly trying to shove the tip of her thick scaly tail into her pussy.

That was unusually erotic even for the Crate, where some women didn't even strip down all the way before disappearing behind the curtain with their earnings. Although given the boos and unsatisfied grumbles, she might've been making a last desperate attempt to win the crowd.

Dare remembered his first time with Belinda, when she'd been surprised and happy that he found her desirable. As she'd put it, many weren't attracted to draconids and found their scales and fringe in lieu of hair to be off-putting.

He just thought those people were crazy; the woman onstage was absolutely stunning, and the inventive way she'd found to pleasure herself (even if she didn't seem to be having much fun given the unimpressed crowd) was hot as hell.

He pulled out a gold coin and flicked it across the room to land at her feet, where she'd be sure to see it. Her eyes widened with shock as it spun on the hardwood before landing flat, then a brilliant smile lit up her features and she continued her show with more enthusiasm.

“If I'd known you'd give me gold if I shoved my tail up my twat, I could've given you a show that would've made your eyes pop out,” Belinda teased, nudging his arm.

Dare laughed and flagged down a serving girl. “Booths for all of us,” he said, jingling his coin pouch.

The brunette beauty's eyes widened incredulously as she took in the large group, then darted to the booths directly below the stage. In spite of the packed establishment more than half were empty. “Your pardon, my Lord,” she stammered uncertainly. “Due to the crowds it's 25 gold to reserve a table for the night.”

That was half off from last year, although he would've paid full price anyway. He dug out a truesilver coin and handed it to her. “We'll take four.”

Her eyes bulged again as she fumbled the coin and hastily pocketed it, looking around nervously; that was probably far more than she made in a year, even with taking wealthy customers upstairs. “O-of course, my Lord. Please, this way.”

They followed her to the booths, where Bradis and his harem slid into one, and Dare and his wives and consorts divided the other three. They ended up only needing two since so many crowded into the booth he was in, including Zuri and Buttercup on his lap. Although the girls in the other booth all leaned over the wall separating the two booths to chat, and Lily even sat atop it with their legs dangling over his shoulders.

It might've been tweaking some policy for maximum people in a booth, but the brunette serving girl didn't complain as she took their drink orders and bustled off, leaving them to enjoy the show.

Lily nudged him with her foot. “Want to take the cute dragon girl upstairs?”

“I'm game,” Belinda said, watching avidly as the golden draconid tried to bend her tail enough to fit the tip in her ass, while her pink pussy gaped obscenely. “I want to see what else she can do.”

His bunny girl wife nudged his shoulder again. “Can we?”

Dare grinned ruefully and held up a coin pouch so the dragon girl could see, shaking it and pointing at the ceiling. She saw it, blushed furiously, and with a sheepish headshake stooped to gather up her coins and clothes.

“Guess not,” he said as she fled behind the curtain.

“Oh well,” Lily said. “I guess we haven't even had our own dragon girl y-” She abruptly cut off with a delighted shout and nudged his shoulder again. “Oooh look, it's Inaria!”

Sure enough, the platinum blonde high elf serving girl was climbing onto the stage. From what Dare had seen her strip teases were always cut short before she showed everything, when some wealthy noble or merchant offered her a trip upstairs.

He half thought that was part of what made her so popular, aside from her stunning beauty of course. But the fact that every time patrons were hoping to see it all, only to be disappointed, made them all the more eager for the possibilities of the next time.

Inaria made more showing an ankle than the poor dragon girl did with tail masturbation.

The patrons were bound to be disappointed tonight, too, because before the high elf could even begin her dance Lily snatched Dare's coin pouch from him and shook it eagerly.

Inaria obviously remembered them and the fun they'd had last time, because her mysterious smile was a touch eager as she nodded and stepped off the stage, to cries of disappointment and protest from the crowd.

His bunny girl wife bounded off the back of the seat, motioning eagerly. “Come on, everyone! Let's go have some fun!”

With some laughs the harem piled out of their booths, following the high elf up to a room. She looked a bit surprised at the prospect of joining an orgy with fourteen people, but although she asked a steep price for it she seemed up for the challenge.

She certainly came often enough. And with her moving urgently against Dare he emptied himself inside her half a dozen times, taking her in every hole in every position imaginable, and loved every minute of it.

He was fucking a blonde high elf, his ultimate wet dream back on Earth.

An hour later Dare cuddled a limp and sated Inaria, playing with her beautiful breasts while Se'weir ate her out and Zuri deep-throated him. As they enjoyed the attention they watched Pella and the fox girls chase Lily and Buttercup, taking turns catching them and relentlessly fingering their sopping petals until they squirted.

Sia, who'd been making out with Trissela while Leilanna's tongue worked her folds, receded so Ireni could take the fore. His redheaded wife kissed her two lovers affectionately, then shifted over to cuddle against his other side. “Fun as this is, my love,” she murmured. “Remember you've got the Trials at the crack of dawn tomorrow.”

Inaria giggled. “I know a Dawn who'd give you a worthy trial in her crack.” She nibbled his neck and ran her hands over his pecs and abs, moaning in appreciation. “Should I fetch her to come test your lance?”

Dare bit back a groan. He was no stranger to all-nighters when needed, but with his duties pressing he'd learned to take sleep where he could. So he kissed the platinum blonde high elf's neck and gave her gorgeous body a few final caresses, then reluctantly dragged himself to the edge of the bed, pulling his cock out of a disappointed Zuri's mouth.

“Okay, girls,” he said, yawning. “I'd like at least half a night's sleep before the long day tomorrow's going to be.”

His wives and consorts all groaned, but they got busy washing up and dressing. Then they paid Inaria, bid her a fond farewell, and headed out the door.

“Come back any time!” Inaria called. “Or hell, for you I'll even do visits. You know where to find me.”

Dare certainly planned to when he had the time. For now, though, it was time to get serious with his duties on this trip.

It was going to be a long week.


Chapter Eight

Productive Week

Dare woke up after less than four hours sleep to make his way out of Redoubt to the proving grounds, leaving the others to wake up and come down to watch the Trials at a more leisurely pace.

Aside from Lyan, that is.

His squire was still sulking about his petition being refused, but even that couldn't dampen his excitement about being able to accompany Dare as his attendant. Especially knowing Felicia would be there.

They both got to stand up on the elevated platform with the other Lord Judges' attendants, looking out over the prepared grounds, with the two groups of roughly a hundred prospective knights each preparing to prove themselves.

Zor had been removed from his place in the proceedings, of course, with another lord Dare didn't know taking his place. The man seemed a bit awkward and out of the loop, pulled in at the last minute like this, but he was amiable enough and seemed to take his duties seriously.

In spite of the devastation Redoubt had suffered and the countless people slain, captured, or fled, the crowd attending to watch the Trials was even larger than last year, and almost determinedly boisterous in spite of the early hour.

Hormot stepped forward with a gesture to his Illusionist and air Mage, who magnified the his image by fifty times overhead, easily viewable even by the onlookers on the walls and in the city, and amplified his words to be audible to all. Smiling, he gave a short speech to the crowd and the prospective knights, welcoming them to the festivities and looking ahead hopefully to what inducting new knights into the Order of the Northern Wall would mean for Bastion's rebuilding efforts.

His words were enthusiastically received, with much cheering and whistling, which started the morning off on a lively note.

At which point the duke motioned to his attendants to turn their spells away from him and rejoined the Lord Judges. “Okay, Lord Darren,” he said. “You're the one who proposed all the new changes to the Trials, and given your success leveling and training skilled and professional fighters we're willing to give them a chance.”

He motioned Dare forward with a rueful smile, motioning for the air Mage and Illusionist to direct their spells to him. “But you're the one who gets to explain them. Go for it.”

Okay then.

Dare raised his hands to quiet the cheering crowds, looking down at the prospective knights. “Prospectives, Bastion has faced many hardships this year. In that chaos the Knights of the Northern Wall stood firm against a terrible evil, and proved their valor.” He raised his voice to a thundering roar. “Would you be counted among those heroes?”

The men and women in the proving grounds below roared back.

“Then face the Trials that will prove you worthy to lead the defenders of Bastion!” He pointed down at the first group. “For the prospectives in the eastern field, the Trial of Strategy! You'll be expected to show your ability to test unknown spawn points and monsters, create and lead effective parties and raids with good class compositions, and lead your people through dungeons. And most importantly of all, lead them in battle against intelligent invaders to defend our region!”

There was another roar.

Jind stepped up beside him, and with a nod Dare stepped back as the Marshal took over. “For the prospectives in the western field, the Trial of Speed!” That immediately drew more cheers, since the race was a popular event.

Although there, too, it had been altered at Dare's suggestion. The borderline capricious tricks, like having prospectives face thrown rocks and blunted spears as they ran through a gauntlet, or digging hidden holes for prospectives running full out to injure themselves in, had been done away with.

Instead, the Trial would focus more on quick feet, quick wits, and athletic ability.

The Lord Judges split up to observe the two competitions, and it immediately became clear the races were more interesting given that everyone but him and Jind and their attendants observed it. Along with most of the crowd.

Although to be honest, Dare didn't really mind that; the less judges watching the event he'd been able to convince the others to make the most changes to, the less he'd have to argue with them about his judgment calls. And he was confident he could trust the Marshal to be fair and reasonable.

So the two of them, plus Lyan and Felicia up on the stand and Ireni leading the proceedings down below, had full say in how the prospective knights did when it came to strategy.

Which, even with the most generous judgment parameters, was a bit disappointing.

Dare had been prepared with the knowledge that most people were shockingly ignorant of easily observable knowledge about monsters and spawn points. Given how integral they were to Collisa it was a major issue, and one that no one seemed interested in addressing.

Impossible as it seemed, that ignorance even extended to reasonably high level adventurers. Especially ones that had benefited from power leveling, like nobles or guards training up to defend a town.

Aside from his own guards, of course; he made sure they all knew whatever he did about monster mechanics so they could defend the people of Cordery.

The general lack of knowledge was explained in part by the fact that many held the world system in mystical reverence, which was unsurprising since it had been created by the gods. But even though as far as Dare knew, most gods didn't forbid learning about any of it, the prevailing belief was that trying to uncover the mysteries of the god-created system would displease them.

Then there was the fact that the people who did have knowledge hoarded it for their own benefit.

And finally, probably most damaging, was that the gods' warnings about abusing knowledge led to many refusing to even explore it, let alone share it with anyone else.

So he didn't hold the ignorance of the prospective knights against them. Too much. Although some of the stuff they didn't know were things he'd discovered within a week of coming to Collisa, which he was confident he could've figured out even without the help of the Adventurer's Eye.

But rather than just teaching them what he knew, he provided the information they needed to come to their own conclusions with a little critical thinking. Then he observed to see who stood out for their insight and wisdom.

There were a few dozen promising people, although he couldn't help but think the entire time that Lyan would've put them all to shame. And Felicia, for that matter; the teenagers had learned all this quickly, with a minimum of confusion and need for clarification. And the questions they did ask were to the point and showed they understood the concepts he was teaching them.

Dare couldn't help but notice the two shooting him and the other Lord Judges slightly salty looks when they didn't think anyone was watching. It was obvious they'd come to the same conclusion about their ability compared to the prospective knights below.

“Don't be too hard on them,” he said idly, making them both jump in surprise. “You've both had plenty of opportunities to learn all this, even before you joined me. For the people down there, many of them are fumbling with ideas they've never even considered before.”

“Fumbling is right,” Lyan muttered, not quite under his breath.

Considering the lad had wanted to become Dare's squire after seeing his performance in the Trials, and how much he revered the proceedings, it was understandable he was disappointed he couldn't take part in them this year; it had been his dream for a long time, and he'd worked hard to be ready for it.

“So learn from them,” Dare said, clapping him on the shoulder. “You'll be of age in a couple years, and I expect you to do me proud as the frontrunner in every Trial.”

Kolkar grunted in approval of the sentiment.

Over the next hour they tested the first group for the Trial of Strategy. By that point the Trial of Speed had long since finished, and the Lord Judges had moved over to observe the remainder of the other group's Trial. Mostly out of boredom.

Although bored or not, that didn't stop them from injecting their opinions into tests that had for the most part been going smoothly. Dare wasn't sure if it was blind stupidity or well concealed favoritism, but some of the prospectives that the other judges approved of were nothing short of baffling.

He was able to reason with most of the Lord Judges, if with no other argument than that he'd designed the new Trial of Strategy and had been observing it the entire time, so had some idea of what they were looking for. It helped that Jind, Kolkar, and Hormot were all firmly on his side.

Although Herren remained so stubbornly obtuse about some of the prospectives he hadn't even been there to observe that Dare, finally losing patience, announced that he was throwing his vote behind the slowest prospective knight from the Trial of Speed to be the winner of that event.

Faced with that reverse ludicrousness, the other lord grudgingly relented.

Contrary to the misconception that the winners of the Trial of Strategy would all be nerdy weaklings, for the most part they were the most experienced, serious adventurers among the prospective knights. The ones who worked hard to hone their bodies, their abilities, and their knowledge.

Although there was one exceptionally bright Mage who looked as if he rode to spawn points on a very sturdy horse. He wouldn't be winning any physical Trials, but he ended up the clear victor of the Trial of Strategy.

That was just the first of the day's Trials, although aside from the other group's Trial of Strategy the others were a bit disappointing. Definitely a lot less engaging than when Dare had taken part in them himself.

A lot of that was that for most of the Trials it was fairly obvious who the winners and frontrunners were. Even with the tweaks he'd made to the various tests to gauge the potential of a prospective, the most athletic men and women with the best stats won.

As they should, of course. Still, he was looking forward to the Trials of Combat that would be taking place tomorrow, since there he'd be able to see how well prospectives utilized their abilities to their advantage.

And just as importantly, what they could accomplish without relying on their abilities.

After the Trials came the feast, where the winners were announced and celebrated. Unfortunately, Dare and the other Lord Judges were soon called away from it for a late session of the Council, catching up with what the lords of Bastion had accomplished over the day of meetings. Or at least their attendants, since many had chosen to spectate the Trials.

Most of what needed to be done that night was meeting important dignitaries from throughout Haraldar and neighboring kingdoms, who all had some business or other.

There was a member of the Shalin Grand Consortium, who turned out to be the head administrator of Bastion's counting houses, who wanted to lend aid. For a price.

A representative of the Adventurer's Guild main chapter, insisting that they weren't a charity and needed proper compensation for their efforts to quell the chaos.

An emissary from Elaivar displeased about how the region's trouble was spilling over their border.

An administrator from the King's Court wanting an update and personal reassurances from Hormot that the rebuilding efforts were on track, and taxes would be paid in full in a timely manner.

And, unexpectedly but not surprisingly, an audience with Torik the Conciliator of Korogan's Vaults concerning formal relations with Bastion.

The dwarf Elder was met with wariness and more than a little hostility, given the recent trouble with Gador's Workings. He met the tough crowd with his usual aplomb, reasonable and friendly but refusing to yield the dignity of his position or make any concessions that would work against the interests of his mountain home.

“Why approach us now?” Hormot asked, polite and accommodating but clearly in no rush to greet any potential deals with dwarves with open arms.

Torik grimaced. “Multiple reasons, Your Grace. First and foremost being that we sealed ourselves from the surface as much as possible a few decades ago, when Balor's forces began encroaching on our territory. We managed to prevent his Phasewarper from ever catching a glimpse inside our mountain, and withstood a few sieges.”

He glanced around at the other lords. “Secondly, the dwarves of Haraldar are not our friends, mostly because they want to monopolize any deals within the kingdom for themselves. They did their best to poison any relations we may have had with Bastion before now.”

The lords murmured among themselves. “What say you, Lord Darren?” Jakan asked idly. “You're at the heart of this business with the dwarves.”

Dare paused, considering his words. “I'm awaiting arbitration with Korogan's Vaults before Duke Hormot, my Lord. But thus far Elder Torik has been very conciliatory and seems sincere.”

“Words mean nothing,” Jind said, frowning.

Torik inclined his head. “Indeed, my Lord. But they must suffice until trust can be established by actions.”

“Well spoken,” Hormot said. “Bastion can only benefit from trade partners. Although I must warn you, Elder, that given recent history trust may be slow in coming.”

The dwarf grimaced and stroked his beard. “I'm well aware. Any arrangement we make should be contingent on timely meeting of deadlines, punctual payment, and open and honest dealing. And, of course, strict adherence to contracts.”

“Preferably without the dwarvish tendency to craft contracts with hidden clauses to screw you over,” the baron from the province neighboring Gador's Workings growled.

Torik stiffened. “We do not play such games, my Lord.”

Hormot cleared his throat to quell any further debate. “Let's discuss terms then, Elder Torik, my lords.”

The rest of the night was spent in negotiations. Dare didn't take part, since although he hoped to have a lot of trade and other dealings with Korogan's Vaults (assuming they held to their word), those details would be established in arbitration.

The meeting went late, as he expected they would for the duration of the week. By the time he, Marona, and his wives and her maids returned to the Velvet Song, they were so weary that they simply collapsed into bed together.

◆◆◆

The rest of the Council of Lords was eventful, and certainly productive, but not much happened that was truly noteworthy.

The Trials concluded and 63 new knights were inducted into the Order of the Northern Wall. Dare approved most of the selections, since there was far less nepotism and corruption in the judging than he'd seen last year.

In fact, he even offered jobs to a few knights who were willing to relocate to Cordery and manage their holdings from there. Including the intelligent Mage he'd observed before.

Being a Lord Judge provided a nice diversion, even if it meant more work to keep up with the proceedings of the Council going on concurrently. But once the knights had all been selected it was time for the judges to turn their full attention back to the business of running Bastion.

They sorted a lot of pressing issues with the region and the rebuilding efforts, most of them tedious bureaucratic details. Although there were a few larger items to address, like relations with the neighboring region and Elaivar. And dozens of guilds, nobles from other parts of the kingdom, and others with business interests who required negotiations.

Also banditry was still widespread, although with Dare's efforts patrolling the border wild tribe incursions had dropped to almost nothing. Aside from those who accepted his offer to settle in Cordery, that is, or at least in the village growing just north of the border that was technically not part of Haraldar but was under his protection.

Cordery was one of the few exceptions to the banditry problem, having had zero incursions or attacks since Dare arrived. His priority had obviously been protecting his people, but as an added bonus he had a quest to stamp out banditry in Cordery, and prevent any bandit attacks for 6 months.

In fact the quest was completed that week, for him and Marona both since she'd also managed to keep Terana safe and secure. Even though he'd expected it, it still came as a pleasant surprise when the words appeared in the corner of his vision: “Quest completed: A Lord's Law and Order. Clear the bandits from Cordery Province and prevent any bandit attacks for 6 months. 350,000 experience awarded.”

Needless to say, his noble lover got 2 levels from it. And that was even with her getting dramatically less experience, to balance the fact that she was much lower level.

Meanwhile he got a modest bump towards 50.

Along with sorting the larger issues of Bastion as a whole, the Council provided a chance to make a lot of lucrative deals with other lords. Which just as importantly helped stabilize their territory and aid with the rebuilding efforts.

Unsurprisingly, there were a lot of people eager, borderline desperate, to trade with Cordery.

Most of those deals were for food, firewood, building materials, and skilled labor. Which was to be expected; a lot of provinces hadn't been able to prepare for winter after the devastation caused by the Outcasts of Balor, and were facing starvation and exposure to the bitter cold.

Dare wasted no time after the deals were made, having Koru open a portal back to Laketown, gather caravans of supplies and high level Builders, Masons, and Woodworkers, and portal them directly to the provinces in question. Thanks to their months of exploration they'd managed to familiarize her with the most of the region, so she could open portals directly to a majority of the towns or villages in question.

Ironically, that was one of the things the lords had complained about, that he and his Phasewarper had explored so extensively, which meant they'd be able to launch surprise attacks similar to how the Outcasts had. Although it was an unfair accusation, since free travel was a hard and fast law of Haraldar.

Even then, he'd done his best to get the blessing of the other lords before encroaching on their lands.

Now, though, with the prospect of desperately needed aid reaching their people not in weeks or even days but in hours, most lords seemed overjoyed that he and Koru had made the effort.

Portals were included in the price of the deals, and a lot of lords, already in dire financial straits, simply couldn't afford it. For those Koru relayed instructions to Ireni's clerks to organize caravans and send them on their way to the territories in question, with appropriate guards.

Laketown was thrown into a flurry of activity, and Koru had her work cut out for her delivering messages and caravans. But all in all it would net the province tens of thousands of gold in profits. Not to mention the prospect of future trade with those lords.

Exciting as those prospects were, they were islands in an ocean of tedium.

To make it even more unbearable, the Council chamber was kept hotter that Dare would've preferred, catering to soft nobles unused to being out in the elements for long periods of time. That, plus sitting through long, excruciating discussions that often felt pointless thanks to the useless interjections of lords who had nothing to add, slowly drove him crazy.

He preferred to be out moving to being cooped up indoors at the best of times, and these council sessions were draining him the way not even a day of hard travel on foot could.

By the fourth day of the Council he was feeling the need to get out and stretch his legs more than he had in a long time. Just activate Cheetah's Dash, get out of the city, and run in the countryside.

Which was why when Hormot called an unexpected break of a few hours, so the clerks could gather some vital information that they'd dropped the ball on having beforehand, Dare was more than happy to get out of the palace. Lily seemed equally eager, and the others grinned as they encouraged them to go get some fresh air.

Although it seemed his bunny girl wife had a detour in mind.

“Come on, let's go see if Grace wants to run with us!” she said, grinning as she bounded down the street. “I want to see which of you is faster!”

Dare perked up at that; he and the centaur had flirted a bit over the last few days, and she seemed eager to race like they'd discussed. Along with hints that she might be interested in a (possibly literal) roll in the hay.

He was certainly interested. And he was willing to bet that Lily and probably some of his other wives were playing wingman for him, to help him get with the cute blonde stable girl.

It was afternoon, when Grace had a break from her duties, and they found her settled in her cozy stall in the stables chatting with Leilanna and Pella, who were braiding her long flaxen hair.

His wives brightened eagerly when they learned he and Lily wanted to go for a run out in the countryside with the beautiful centaur. Pella wanted to go too, although even with Run Down she'd have trouble keeping up with Dare, let alone Lily.

“I want to see if I can win against Grace, though,” she said, fluffy golden tail wagging in excitement. “Besides, I don't want to miss the fun!”

From the way the tanned centaur blushed, it was fairly obvious what his wife meant by fun.

Leilanna laughed and shooed them out of the stall. “Go on and have a good time. And be sure to bring a clean change of clothes and cloths to wipe down with.” At their startled looks she grinned. “After you get all sweaty from running around, I mean . . . wouldn't want you to catch a chill.”

“Okay, let's gooo!” Pella shouted, bolting out of the stableyard with a peal of laughter.

Lily bounded past her into the lead with a giggle, and Grace let out a carefree shout and galloped after them, hooves clattering on the cobblestones. Although before she disappeared out of sight down the street she looked over her shoulder and gave Dare a very clear “come hither” gaze.

Grinning in the expectation of more than just the race, he activated Cheetah's Dash and sped after the three women.

It didn't take long to catch up to Pella, who even with Run Down still struggled to keep up with the centaur. Dare judged Grace was able to run nearly as fast as his max speed, maybe somewhere in the area of 36 miles an hour, while if he pushed to his limits he might be able to reach 40.

He stroked his dog girl wife's tail as he caught up, and she grinned at him. “I should've brought Smoke to ride,” she called as he ran alongside her.

Judging by the startled looks and even shouts that followed as they darted through the crowds, that would've certainly caused too much of a stir; he anticipated that before long raptor mounts would be a more common sight, thanks to Koru's diligent raising and training of the beasts.

But at the moment, the sight of a bear-sized Utahraptor bolting down the street at better than 40 miles an hour was bound to create a panic.

Given the crowds, wagons, and other obstacles, and the fact that any real race would be better out on the open plains, Lily soon fell back to run beside Grace, and they both slowed to let Dare and Pella catch up.

“This is great!” his bunny girl wife shouted, bumping him playfully with her hip. “I thought I was going to go crazy stuck in that stuffy room for another three days.”

“I hear you,” Pella agreed. “Between the twins and all our duties at home, I don't get enough chances to just get out and run.” She took his hand, eyes soft. “Especially with my husband.”

Grace nodded. “We draw so much attention going out into the city that a lot of the time it's less of a hassle just staying at the inn. It's been too long since I've run free on the plains.”

Lily bounced up to whisper something in the taller centaur's ear, and the girls giggled. Including Pella, who with her keen hearing had overheard.

“That too,” Grace said, giving him a shy but eager smile.

The guards at the gate saluted and stepped aside for them, barking orders for those lined up to enter or leave the city to clear the way. More than a few, catching sight of Dare's and Lily's achievements, cheered boisterously, the men raising their fists in the air and the women blowing kisses, while the children jumped up and down and shouted in wonder.

He'd had a lot of things to get used to since coming to Collisa. Becoming an adventurer, then a landowner, then a knight and finally a lord. Drawing attention wherever he went, first for his looks, then for his level and achievements, then for his renown and noble titles.

But being cheered as a hero of Bastion still took some getting used to, even after over half a year. It more often than not made him feel self-conscious.

Especially when maidens with shining eyes threw gauzy scarves or lacy panties at him, much to the amusement of his wives.

And the bemusement of their centaur companion. Dare felt a bit bad about Grace getting dragged into the middle of an impromptu parade; judging by her furious blush and tentative prancing, the attention had her more than a little out of sorts.

“Part of being part of a lord's entourage,” Pella said, noticing the centaur girl's discomfort and taking her hand. “You get used to it.”

Grace laughed sheepishly and ran her fingers along her braid, looking flustered. “I don't expect I'll need to before you're all off back to Cordery.” Her expression became wistful. “And I get to return to Avarth and run free on the rolling plains again.”

Lily took her hand as well. “Well for now we have these plains, at least. Let's make the most of them.”

True to her word, the moment they were through the gate they veered away from the road and sped up to sprint across the snowy plains. Which were for the most part unmarred by the footprints of any but the infrequent animal.

Even so close to the capitol, people tended to prefer the safety of the roads. Which thanks to the world system significantly reduced the chance of monster and predator attacks.

As for any potential danger on the plains, Dare and Lily could protect the others from anything that would be so close to a city, where the nearest spawn points would start at Level 1. In fact, in the impossible event of any roaming monsters or animals, unless the guards seriously dropped the ball and let in something from beyond the border, he and his wife could kill anything that threatened them with their bare hands.

Hell, against anything below Level 10 he could probably kill them with a finger flick; it sometimes sobered him just how awesomely powerful the leveling system had made him.

Actually, Pella at Level 34 and Grace at Level 12 would probably be safe enough against any young and weak animal predators preying on Level 1s around here. The area around Redoubt was about as safe as you could find in Bastion.

Outside of Cordery, of course.

It didn't take long to determine everyone's relative speed, which as Dare had already surmised put Lily in the clear lead, with him second, Grace third, and Pella fourth. But all still faster than the fastest human.

In spite of the clear rankings his bunny girl wife still insisted on races, as always calling out the stakes for the race after it had already begun. Which, by obvious design, eventually ended up with them making their way to a more secluded spot out of view of the surrounding area, so Grace could strip after losing back to back races with Lily and Dare.

The centaur blushed furiously, biting her lip shyly, but was all too eager to shed her vest and crop top to reveal her luscious breasts. They were tantalizingly pale compared to her tanned skin, with flushed dark pink nipples hard as diamonds in the cold. While she seemed too embarrassed to remove her skirt, she was more than happy to spin in a circle to display her glorious upper body at all angles.

Thankfully centaurs didn't feel the cold, and her soft, smooth skin barely showed goosebumps. Dare could only assume her slight shivers were shyness at them seeing her topless as she did her best to cover her large breasts with her hands.

Lily, who as a bunny girl also didn't mind the cold, although not nearly to the extent of centaurs, stripped down to her bra, panties, and fur cloak to make Grace feel more comfortable, and pressed close to her steaming horse body for warmth.

“You have such a soft, fine coat,” she said, stroking the centaur's side.
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Grace shivered at the touch, slightly skittish. “That feels nice,” she said, leaning into Lily's touch. After a brief hesitation she lowered her hands so they could see her breasts. “Do-do you like them, Lord Darren?”

“Dare,” he insisted, although in spite of his previous urgings for her to call him that she'd remained formal.

She surprised him, though, by giving him a hesitant smile. “Dare.” She cupped her large globes, squeezing and kneading their pillowy softness while shivering slightly every time she brushed her sensitive nipples. “Do you think I'm pretty?”

Dare had begun to harden as the beautiful centaur removed her top, and now his rock hard cock lurched eagerly. “I think you're beautiful,” he said.

“So do I!” Lily happily bounded onto the stable girl's back, playfully reaching around her waist to caress her tummy and making her dance slightly and whimper in surprise. Then, once Grace got used to her touch, the bunny girl boldly pushed aside her hands and began playing with her breasts while kissing her neck.

Grace gave a startled squeak, almost a whinny, and stamped her hooves, blushing furiously. “Oh! You're, you're going right ahead.” After a few seconds of quivering, legs stiff, she relaxed and closed her eyes with a blissful smile at what her experienced lover was doing. “Oooh. Bunny girls live up to their reputation.”

Dare grinned; if she thought this was the extent of Lily's skills she was in for a treat.

And not just his bunny girl wife. Tail wagging eagerly, Pella stepped forward to join the two women's embrace, standing on tiptoes to kiss her new lover softly. Grace hugged her back, whimpering again as the dog girl pushed her soft, flat tongue into her mouth and began stroking her tanned arms and sides.

Watching the two blondes French kiss while Lily expertly teased the centaur's enormous breasts was seriously fucking hot. He freed his cock and began stroking it as he watched, shivering slightly at the chill air on his heated flesh.

His bunny girl wife kissed her way down Grace's neck, then began licking her shoulder with a small pink tongue while giving him a seductive smile. “What're you waiting for, husband?” she purred. “You're acting like you haven't been admiring her gorgeous tits for days.”

The centaur blushed some more as Pella shifted around to hug her side and kiss her other shoulder, but shyly stretched out an arm to invite him to join them.

Dare stepped forward and took her slender upper half in his arms, skin soft as rose petals and hair silky to the touch. She bent her forelegs slightly so they were a more even height and her breasts pressed against his chest, hard nipples poking him between Lily's fingers.

He joined her in caressing Grace's luscious mounds, found her lips with his, and kissed her slowly but with building heat. Especially as his dog girl wife joined in, enthusiastically slobbering over them both.

Grace moaned against his mouth, although he wasn't sure if that was from their kiss or because Lily had begun licking behind her ear.

Actually scratch that, it was definitely his bunny girl wife; she knew exactly how to please a woman of any race.

The stable girl hesitantly ran her hands over his shoulders, down his back, then beneath his shirt to feel his chest and abdomen. “Goddess, you're beautiful,” she panted. “Even your lower half is nice.” She almost shyly reached lower to brush her fingers over his erection, gasping as it throbbed at her touch. “Especially this part,” she said with a little giggle. “It's bigger than I expected.”

Considering he was being measured up against centaur cock, that was quite the compliment.

Dare savored the kiss as her soft hands wrapped around his shaft and began to stroke him, twitching his hips into her firm grip. She pressed forward, and he felt his hardness press against her surprisingly warm skin, then over the join where the beautiful centaur's upper and lower halves met.

Then, biting back a groan, he felt her fine, soft white coat brushing his sensitive tip with an unfamiliar but deliciously pleasant sensation.

Grace moaned in enjoyment. “This is so sexy,” she said. “I've never kissed a lover while touching his manhood before.”

“Oooh, I want to kiss and get touched!” Lily said, sliding off the centaur girl's back and squeezing in to join the fun. Dare could taste their new lover's sweet, grass-scented perspiration on his wife's lips.

Then she pulled back and grinned at him, eyes dancing behind her glasses. “You know what, Grace? Your boobs are so big they'd be perfect for squeezing around Dare's cock."

Grace squeaked, tanned skin completely failing to hide her furious blush. “Oh!”

Dare felt his own cheeks heating at Lily's blunt suggestion. “If you're comfortable with that,” he told their lover.

“It's not that,” she said, absently stroking his chest. “It's just that I, um, I've never done that before.” She paused, then hastily added, “Not because I don't want to! It's just, you know, it wouldn't work all that well with another centaur, and you're the first bipeds I've been with.”

Jutting out her lip in a pout, she stroked him even more firmly, making him gasp in pleasure and twitch his hips. She giggled as she continued, "Honestly centaur men are pretty boring when it comes to sex. After a bit of kissing and playing with my boobs they usually just mount me for a minute or so, finish, and wander off satisfied."

Her pout deepened. "Obviously I've never given a blowjob, and even handjobs can be a bit awkward. I've always wondered what sort of stuff I could do with a biped."

She nibbled her lip, looking at him almost shyly. “Especially you . . . I'm sopping wet just from thinking about taking you in my mouth.”

"She sure is,” Lily said with a giggle. "It smells like a flowering meadow all the way from up here."

Now that she mentioned it, Dare could smell Grace's arousal as well; like her sweat it had a green, grassy fragrance with a rich floral musk.

He savored the centaur stable girl's scent for a moment, then pulled her down for one last kiss, tasting her sweet mouth and playing with her nimble tongue. Then, eager to get to the fun, his wives led them over to a grassy hummock where he was elevated enough that his waist was level with Grace's breasts.

Lily pressed her gorgeous body against his back, warming him as she grabbed the centaur stable girl's surprisingly soft hands and showed her how to stroke his shaft. Meanwhile Pella climbed up on their new lover's back and leaned over her shoulder to kiss and slobber all down her breasts, making them nice and slippery.

Biting her lip, Grace shyly but eagerly guided his enormous cock between her pillowy mounds, then helped Pella press them close around his length, Lily humping into his back to guide his motions as he began fucking their new lover's breasts.

She felt heavenly.

Between Pella's saliva and Grace's silky smooth, yielding warmth he glided with frictionless ease, shivering each time the tip of his cock popped out from its warm burrow and winter air kissed it.

At least until Pella leaned over the centaur girl's shoulder and caught his tip in her warm soft  mouth, sending a thrill of pleasure through him.

"Wow!" Grace said in amazement. "Bipeds can do all sorts of things!"

Lily giggled and stroked her flaxen hair. "No reason you can't, too." She gently pushed Pella's head aside and began guiding her new lover's head downwards. "Go ahead and give it a try."

The centaur girl hesitantly ducked her neck, full pink lips kissing his tip as he thrust upwards. Then her lips parted as she bobbed downward, taking him into the soft warmth of her mouth.

Dare gasped in pleasure and paused for a moment to savor the feeling, running hs fingers through Grace's silky blonde hair. "Fuck, that's good."

She popped off his tip, looking up at him with shining eyes. "So I'm doing it right? It's not as hard as I thought it would be."

Lily giggled and began humping against his ass, nudging him back into motion with his cock gliding between the centaur girl's large breasts. Grace seemed to delight in catching his tip in her mouth every time it popped out, his girth muffling her giggles as she drooled over his shaft and added to the lubrication on her silky skin.

Pella soon joined the fun, the two competing with delighted squeals to see who could get to him first. Which ended up great either way, in one warm eager mouth or another or with two pairs of soft lips kissing either side.

He grit his teeth against the rising wave of pleasure, determined to make Grace orgasm at least once before he gave in. So he found her hard pink nipples and began squeezing and pinching them, making her stamp her hooves with a muffled squeak of surprise around his girth.

"Mmm," she moaned as his tip popped free of her luscious lips and sank back into the heavenly valley between her breasts. "I feel like I could climax just from the thrill of feeling you all hot and hard between my boobs, but that definitely helps."

"In that case he's all yours," Pella said, beginning to kiss and suck on her lover's graceful neck. "Let's get you to the finish line, honey."

The intensely pleasurable boobjob continued for several minutes, until they were all steaming sweat into the cold air. Especially Grace on her graceful white sides and flanks. Her entire body trembled with increasing intensity as he teased her nipples, and finally she hugged around him to clutch Lily desperately as she began letting out a whimpering little "Oh!" with every panting gasp.

Pella grinned up at him, soft brown eyes playful, and slipped her soft flat tongue into Grace's ear. That was enough to push their lover over into the mother of all orgasms.

With Fleetfoot's reflexes Dare easily leaned back as Grace let out a piercing whinny and reared, forelegs lashing the air in front of him and Lily, who didn't even flinch as she giggled triumphantly at the fruit of their efforts.

The centaur girl dropped back to the ground, panting and trembling as a blush spread over her skin wherever the tan hadn't reached, especially her breasts. "Sorry," she said sheepishly. "That was . . . very nice."

"I can tell," Pella said; she'd managed to stay on their lover's back, and her fluffy golden tail wagged in delight at their success.

Grace looked at his cock and licked her lips, eyes hopeful. "I finished but you didn't. Does that mean we're not done yet?"

His wives giggled. "Dare can go as long and as often as you like," Lily said. "He's got fertility to match a cunid."

The centaur girl looked up at them, eyes wide. "You can keep going even after you come?"

Pella laughed outright. "Oh honey, he's got fifteen or so women he keeps satisfied, sometimes in the same night."

Lily nodded, fondling Grace's breasts. "Even I sometimes have trouble keeping up with him."

Dare had to grin at that; much as he enjoyed the praise, his bunny girl wife could fuck him into a stupor any day of the week.

"Oh wow!" the stable girl said, blue eyes huge. "Most centaur men take a half hour or so to recharge." A blush showed on her tanned cheeks. "And they usually have to try really hard to last more than a minute or two . . . I was actually wondering if I wasn't doing it right and you weren't really enjoying it."

"With the sounds he was making?" Lily asked. "Believe me, honey, you had him in heaven." She began firmly stroking his cock with both hands, voice playful. "Now, want him to come on your face and tits?"

Grace nodded eagerly and surged forward, nearly bowling them over with her excitement. Pella giggled and got back to sucking on the already prominent hickey growing on her neck while playing with her glistening breasts.

The sight was enough to rev Dare's engine again, especially since Lily knew exactly how to tease him. In this case by guiding Grace's hand down to gently fondle and squeeze his balls.

With a gasp he arched his back and shot a spurt all over the centaur girl's pillowy breasts. Then Lily aimed him higher and his second pulse sent a line across Grace's eagerly upturned face.

He shook with pleasure, panting breaths rising in clouds of steam in the frigid air, and reveled in the feeling of jet after jet of his seed painting his lover's gorgeous body.

Pella eagerly slid off her back and moved around to begin lapping at her soft skin, making Grace giggle and prance slightly. Especially when Lily released his cock after the last spurt and rushed to join her, both women cleaning the centaur girl's tummy, chest, shoulders, and face with their tongues.

Watching the erotic sight kept Dare hard, and he noticed Grace staring hungrily. She looked up at him and bit her lip. "Can I try taking it all the way down my throat?" she asked in a husky voice. "I've heard that's something bipeds enjoy. I want to feel you stretching me and swallow your seed."

His cock twitched at the prospect and his wives giggled. "I'd say that's a yes," Pella said, tail wagging.

"Here, like this," Lily said eagerly. Kneeling beside him, she wrapped her soft lips around him, taking him deep into her warm mouth. Then, motioning for her new lover to pay close attention, she effortlessly bobbed her head deeper down his shaft until he was stretching her tight throat, not even gagging.

"Wow!" Grace breathed, eyes wide. "That doesn't look too hard."

"It might be harder than she makes it seem," Dare warned her as he ran his fingers through his wife's silver hair and savored her loving attention. "Lily's an expert at this."

Pella giggled. "Well they do say practice makes perfect, and she practices a lot."

Lily pulled herself off his huge cock with a plop. "Practice makes it sound boring," she said. "This is fun!" She gently guided the centaur girl's head into position. "I'll show you just what to do."

Although he was a bit worried his bunny girl wife might've set unrealistic expectations, she and Grace both surprised him. The stable girl was bold and adventurous, and even though she gagged as his tip pressed against the back of her throat, she followed Lily's advice as she took him in.

Swallowing her gags, the beautiful centaur girl determinedly pushed until her soft lips were wrapped around the base of his shaft. She grunted, big blue eyes asking a silent question as she looked up at him.

"Just like that," Dare praised her, running his fingers through her silky blonde hair. "Gods that feels good."

"You're doing great," Lily agreed. "And since your hands are free now . . ." With a giggle she grabbed Grace's wrist and guided her finger to rub the sensitive skin behind his balls. "You can explore other ways to make your lover feel good."

He closed his eyes with a groan of enjoyment as Pella began guiding Grace's head up and down his shaft while the centaur stable girl shyly stroked him under Lily's guidance.

Then his eyes flew open and he and Grace both jumped with sounds of surprise as his bunny girl wife moved the stable girl's finger to press against his asshole.

Lily giggled again. "See? Some places are very sensitive, so playing with them will make a lover feel good. Just be gentle and follow his cues."

Dare closed his eyes again and gripped his centaur lover's blonde hair in both hands as she got back to bobbing up and down his shaft, gagging and drooling everywhere, while her shy but eager fingers explored his balls and asshole.

Confident Grace had a handle on things, Pella got back to playing with her breasts and kissing her neck and shoulders. Meanwhile Lily made sure the centaur girl came up for air when needed while sensuously rubbing her gorgeous breasts against his back, hard nipples tracing teasing patterns on his skin.

He enjoyed the heavenly sensations for several minutes as Grace swiftly got the hang of deep throating. And her moans of enjoyment as she pleasured him while his wives pleasured her in turn showed that she was being well taken care of.

Finally the beautiful centaur girl stamped her front hooves as she sank into another climax, her cries of bliss muffled by his cock. He wasn't sure if it was intentional or not, but her hand playing with his balls squeezed just the right amount, and just the tip of the finger teasing his asshole slipped inside as her whole body tensed.

That was more than enough to push him over the edge.

"Fuck, here it comes!" Dare panted as his own orgasm surged past the point of no return. Grace made an eager sound and pushed him balls deep down her throat with a grunt, her eyes shining an eager invitation.

He shot jet after jet into her stomach in intense waves of pleasure, his wives kissing and stroking the centaur girl's trembling body as they showered her with praise and encouragement.

The pleasure was so intense that after his last spurt he dropped to his knees in the snow, panting. Pella cuddled up to him, and moments later Lily and Grace joined them, the centaur gracefully dropping onto her side so he could hold her as they all languidly kissed and caressed each other in post-orgasmic bliss.

Pressed up together, especially with the heat Grace gave off, they were insulated from the winter cold and snow. He would've been comfortable staying like that for longer, but unfortunately they were out of time.

So with a sigh he cast Cleanse Target on them all from one of Zuri's scrolls, then pushed to his feet. “I'd like to stay longer, Grace, and certainly spend more time together, but I have to get back. Thank you for coming out to the countryside and racing with us. I had a wonderful time.”

“We all did,” Pella said, bounding to her feet. “We'll have to find more opportunities to play.”

“I'd like that.” Grace looked at him and blushed. “Would, um, would you like to ride me home?”

Pella and Lily both giggled. "That's a great idea . . . you haven't had a chance to hold her and play with her boobs from behind yet,” his dog girl wife said, soft flat tongue lolling out in a cheeky grin.

The centaur blushed even harder. “It's usually greatly insulting to ask a centaur to ride them without invitation,” she explained. “And we only offer at great need.” She stamped her forelegs bashfully. “But I've never had a biped lover. I, um, I'd like to try it out.”

She looked around hastily. “With all of you, I mean. But, um, with Lord D-with Dare first.”

“Leilanna told you the pace to set to get him going, didn't she?” Lily teased.

Dare felt his face flush; his dusk elf wife liked to make love while they were riding together on horseback. Although this was going to be somewhat different since he'd be riding on his lover's back.

His blush was nothing compared to how Grace's tanned cheeks caught fire. “We might've discussed possibilities,” she admitted with a giggle.

He started to climb onto her back, but not before Lily and Pella stripped off his pants and underpants with some playful banter. Which left him riding, ahem, bareback, feeling a bit awkward as he scooted forward and wrapped his arms around the beautiful centaur's waist. She felt soft and warm in his embrace, her flaxen hair smelling of hay and clean sweat as he nuzzled her.

She started off at a trot, the jolting pace borderline uncomfortable with his balls hanging loose. After a minute of that she sped up to a canter, then a gallop, and her graceful, flowing movements felt like sex as her silky coat rubbed against his bare thighs and her bare skin against his swiftly hardening cock.

Dare moved with Grace, his throbbing erection pressed between them rubbing pleasurably against the soft curve of her back. Her loose flaxen hair flowed around his shoulders in a silky caress, and his roaming hands savored her taut tummy, slim waist, pillowy breasts with diamond hard nipples, and elegant shoulders and collarbone.

She reached back to grab his ass with both hands, moaning sweetly as she guided his motions. “Pour your seed on my back,” she gasped, sliding her fingers across his hips and then between their bodies.

The beautiful blonde centaur found his cock with both hands behind her back, and he squirmed with pleasure in her surprisingly firm grip as she began jerking him off.

He buried his face in her hair, cupped her breasts and pulled her back against him, and with an urgent twitch of his hips began spurting all over her back in intense pulses of pleasure.

She skidded to a halt in the snow and stood stiff-legged, whimpering in delight as he surged in her hands. “Goddess, this is hot,” she panted.

It seriously was. He was going to have to thank Leilanna for giving Grace the idea.

They cleaned up again, dressed, then ran back to Redoubt. Dare and Lily arrived at the palace just in time to join the Council as it resumed, the stuffy heat feeling even more oppressive after the crisp winter cold.

With a sigh Dare shrugged out of his coat, loosened his collar, and adjusted a sheaf of notes in front of him as Hormot began talking about negotiations with a trading company out of Kovana.

The run across the plains and spending time with Grace had been a blast, but it was time to get back to work.


Chapter Nine

New Ventures

Dare, Marona, and Ireni all bowed in the dwarvish fashion to Elder Torik and the two younger clerks accompanying him.

The dwarves bowed in return, exchanging polite introductions, then they all settled down across the table from the dwarves, with Hormot seated at the head with an attendant behind him.

“Very well,” the duke began in formal tones. “Let the records show this arbitration between Lord Darren Portsmouth, Baron of Cordery Province and claimant to Gurzan's Last Hold, supported by Lady Marona Arral, Baroness of Terana Province, with on the other side Elder Torik the Conciliator, representative of Korogan's Vaults, has begun.”

“Thank you, Your Grace,” Torik said with a seated bow. “And you as well, Lord Darren.” Another seated bow. “First things first, a gesture of earnest intent.” He produced a small chest from what looked like some sort of dimensional storage item, handing it to one of his clerks, who hurried to present it to Hormot with a low bow. “For your inspection, Your Grace.”

The duke cracked open the chest's lid, then his eyes widened and he flipped it around so Dare could see.

It was full of truesilver coins. Five hundred, at a guess, the full 50,000 gold asked for.

That was definitely a sincere gesture of goodwill. Particularly considering the dwarves' love of truesilver; the fact that Torik paid with that metal spoke volumes.

“A good start to the negotiation,” Marona murmured, placidly clasping her hands over her pregnant belly.

“It is,” Dare admitted. “Allow me to respond in kind.” He motioned to Maril, his Illusionist, standing by the door. She curtsied in acknowledgement and began casting.

A 3D representation of the entry hall of Gurzan's Last Hold appeared on the center of the table; in spite of the fact that it was only a few feet across, the spellcaster managed to show the vast scale of the cavern with the help of people standing at the base of the columns.

Torik's breath caught at the image, and his attendants murmured in awe. He leaned forward until his face was almost touching the Illusion, beady eyes gleaming as he pored intently over the image.

Smiling, Dare motioned and the Illusionist shifted the spell as if showing a bird's eye view of flying through the various tunnels and chambers they'd already explored. The young woman's face showed some strain at the concentration required for the task, but she performed with commendable professionalism.

“So this is the hall of my fathers,” the Elder whispered, stretching out his hands as if to grasp the image. “The stonework is gorgeous, even after so many millennia . . . did they know secrets of the craft we've forgotten?”

Perhaps they had, if they'd worked the stone by hand instead of relying on the ability system. “A beautiful place, Elder,” Dare said. “It would please me to see it in the hands of good dwarves who properly appreciate it.”

“In spite of everything?” Torik asked with a pained smile.

“I suppose that depends on whether you're true to your word about Korogan's Vaults.” Dare motioned to the Illusionist, who canceled her spell. “Believe it or not, I would like to be friends with the dwarves.”

“At least those who didn't try to murder our family and horrifically disfigured one of our wives,” Sia cut in, taking the fore with green eyes flashing.

“And killed members of my guard and attempted to slaughter my people,” Marona added sternly.

Hormot cleared his throat. “This arbitration, by mutual agreement, will deal with the transfer of ownership of Gurzan's Last Hold, with the attendant contract. As well as negotiations for trade between Cordery Province, Terana, and Korogan's Vault.” He looked between the two groups. “Any other matters to address?”

“We would like to broach another matter, in fact,” Torik said, clasping his hands in his beard as he leaned back in his chair. “Lord Darren, it's come to our attention that you, wisely, made copies of the ancient records of Gurzan's Last Hold before turning them over to the Elders of Gador's Workings.”

Dare gave him a slightly barbed smile. “Would you like me to give them to you as a gift as well?”

The dwarf snorted. “We'll give you a thousand gold for them. Also, in the interest of friendship, provide the services of an expert on the old dwarvish language so you can properly translate them. I'm given to understand that's something you've sought in the past. We'll make our own copies as well.”

That was a lot more generous than Gorfram, who'd gotten them for a drink, materials, and labor. “I thought you were planning to get the originals from Gador's Workings.”

Torik grimaced. “They may or may not be getting help from other dwarves in Haraldar, including at least one Phasewarper. We may not be able to recover them.”

“How do you know this?” Hormot asked sharply.

The old dwarf shrugged. “No harm in telling, I suppose. We've been observing the place with the help of a Fargazer and a Leyviewer. They have portals going in regularly.”

The duke cursed. “No wonder they haven't bothered to treat with us. They might not even be there anymore.”

“It's likely. Activity in their hall has died down over the last month.” Torik steepled his fingers on the table. “I could probably get a copy of the records from your friend Gorfram for much less, but again in the interest of friendship I'm asking you first.”

Dare glanced at Ireni, who nodded and murmured, “It's a fraction of the value of the records themselves, but a more than fair offer for the copies.”

“And it would be nice to get a proper translation.” He inclined his head. “I'll accept that offer.”

“Good.” One of Torik's scribes began writing an addendum to the rough draft of the contract, and Ireni did the same. “As to Gurzan's Last Hold, our offer remains. We'll meet all the terms you demanded of Gador's Workings, including open trade with both Cordery and Terana provinces for a hundred years without fees or tariffs.”

“From both Korogan's Vaults and Gurzan's Last Hold,” Hormot said in clarification. The Elder inclined his head, and the duke nodded. “Very well. Do you have a counteroffer, Lord Darren?”

“I'll accept the terms as already stated with two additional conditions,” Dare replied. “First, a complete map of Korogan's Vaults and all surrounding territory.” He smiled slightly. “Trade will be difficult if we don't even know where the place is.”

Torik snorted and stroked his thick white beard. “I would've offered that as a courtesy. Done, as well as guides for your traders and a tour of our mountain hall for you and your household as desired. Your second condition?”

“Permission to have my Phasewarper see at least the market area of Korogan's Vaults, so we can create direct portals there for purposes of trade and communication.”

The two dwarvish clerks shifted uneasily, and the Elder grimaced. “We fiercely protected our halls from being seen by Balor's Phasewarper. This is a huge thing you ask, a tremendous show of trust. If we let you into our home, past all our defenses, you could mount a devastating attack.”

“We're well aware of that,” Ireni said calmly. “You can isolate the portal area we'd travel to, and we'll introduce you to our Phasewarper and you can restrict her movements so she can't open portals to anywhere vulnerable in your mountain hall.”

“Designated portal areas aren't uncommon for trade partners,” Hormot said.

“True, but we're especially jealous of our home. In the true wilds we can't afford to take chances.” Torik tugged his beard thoughtfully. “You can open portals to the cavern within our front gate. Your Phasewarper goes no farther. If needed we can convert it into a market area as needed.”

That was fair enough. Dare nodded. “Agreed.”

“Would you consider the same arrangement for Terana?” Marona asked.

The Elder inclined his head. “I was not aware you had access to a Phasewarper, unless you were to borrow Lord Darren's that is. In either case yes, that would be acceptable.”

The rest of the negotiations went similarly smoothly. Torik negotiated shrewdly but gave up a lot of concessions as they arranged for trade between the two dwarven halls and the two provinces. It was obvious he didn't want to risk souring the deal for Gurzan's Last Hold.

Even Hormot commented on it. “You're being quite accommodating. Some might say excessively so.”

“Most might,” the Elder agreed with a grimace. “We realize we have a high mountain to climb to patch things up with Lord Darren, Lady Marona, and Bastion as a whole. But ultimately reconciliation is better for all of us.” He snorted. “Of course, if you remained hostile in spite of our best efforts we'd eventually take it personally, but I believe we're all reasonable people. I know all three of you have a reputation for being so.”

Dare gave the Marona a questioning look, and received a slight nod in return. “I believe we're ready to formalize this arrangement,” he said carefully. “I can agree to everything you've offered, as long as you deliver your side of things first where possible.”

“As can I,” Marona said. She paused for a long moment, voice becoming firm. “But I'll expect your people in Gurzan's Last Hold to be on their best behavior with Terana. I won't soon forget huddling in the dark underground with my citizens all around me, being besieged by an army of dwarves.”

“Fair enough.” Torik stroked his beard thoughtfully. “On the subject of trust and strained relations, perhaps we should consider cementing ties with more than just contracts. After all, Cordery Province is a growing presence not far from Korogan's Vault, and I'd rather we be strong allies.”

Marona and Ireni both straightened sharply. Dare frowned. “What did you have in mind, Elder?”

The ancient dwarf steepled his hands on the table. “A betrothal agreement between House Portsmouth and my venerable family line would accomplish that nicely.”

Dare had guessed that was where this was going. And judging by the looks his wife and lover gave him, they were gauging his reaction knowing full well his views on arranged marriages.

On the one hand he was now a lord of Bastion, and political marriages were one of the realities of Collisa. On the other hand he'd never agree to a relationship where one or both people were pressured into it.

When he was slow to answer Hormot cleared his throat, looking surprised. “I was not aware that was a practice among dwarves.”

“Not with other races, generally,” Torik agreed politely. “Especially the humans of Haraldar, given your usual treatment of other races. But such marriage agreements are a common way to secure ties between dwarvish and gnomish families.”

“You'd make an exception for House Portsmouth?” Ireni asked. Given her connection to Sia she likely knew a lot more than she was letting on, but at the moment her delicate doll-like features were perfectly serene.

The Elder grinned. “Lord Darren's eagerness to woo women of other races is well known. As is the fact that he's had a dwarven lover in the past.” He nodded to them politely. “I'm willing to take it on trust that you'd be open to a marriage to one of my household. One of your offspring to mine once they're of age, or if you're willing one of my great or great great granddaughters to you, Lord Darren.”

Dare hesitated. “I have strong reservations about a marriage where one or both sides are pressured into it. I don't wish to marry someone against her will, or marry someone I have no feelings for.”

Ireni cleared her throat, although whether it was in agreement or because he'd put his foot in his mouth he wasn't sure. He soon found out.

Torik looked surprised. “I assure you, Lord Darren, betrothal agreements do not compel anyone. It's simply an arrangement that at some point in the future, members of the households in questions will court and wed. We take great pains to ensure that both prospective husband and wife find the arrangement acceptable.”

One of the clerks spoke up. “Forgive me if I speak out of turn, but didn't you have an arranged marriage with Lady Se'weir, my Lord?”

“It was a bit more nuanced than that,” Dare said. “I agreed to court her and see if we developed feelings for each other.”

“And it's turned out well?” Torik pressed.

“Very well,” Dare said. “I love my wife dearly, and am happy that it worked out. But I'm not so confident it would work out like that every time.”

“But would you be willing to give my granddaughters a chance?” The Elder nodded to one of his clerks, who produced a sheet. “There's a list of eligible bachelorettes of my household. Including dwarves, gnomes, and halflings.”

Halflings were the mixed offspring of gnomes and dwarves, similar to how hobgoblins were between goblins and humans. As with other hybrids, the parents had a roughly 33% chance to have a child of either race or a halfling.

Marigold had described halflings to him, but he had yet to meet one. Although she'd mentioned she had a halfling cousin back in Deephaven.

Dare accepted the paper, which showed dozens of names of women and their lineages. Which was all well and good, but he didn't know anything about Korogan's Vaults or its history so the names didn't mean much.

He glanced at Ireni, who nodded slightly, surprising him. But trusting her input, he turned back to Torik. “I won't rope my children into a betrothal agreement, even with lenient terms. But I'd be willing to meet your granddaughters and see if any of them wished to court. I don't know if I could commit to more than that.”

The dwarf pursed his lips. “Betrothal agreements generally span a century. There's no rush, nor is there pressure. We can have a clause drawn up that grants trade concessions if the agreement doesn't end up being fulfilled.”

Dare got another nod from his wife. “That's acceptable,” he said.

“Good,” Hormot said in approval. “Then all that's left is to iron out the specifics.”

That involved another few hours of tedious but important details, ironing out fair contracts between all parties involved. It was a surprisingly painless process compared to other similar negotiations Dare had been part of, and at the end of it everyone seemed happy.

After all the relevant documents had been signed with copies for all parties, Torik stepped around the table and offered his hand. “To an amicable future, my Lady, my Lord.”

They returned his crushing grip in turn. “May the friendship between our lands last through the ages,” Marona said. “I hope you'll visit Terana soon so I can host you properly.”

“And visit my family in Laketown,” Dare added.

“I'd be pleased to,” the Elder said. “And I look forward to hosting you both in Korogan's Vaults.” His wide smile showed through his beard. “And introducing you to my granddaughters.”

As they gathered up their paperwork they chatted amiably. Dare invited Torik to the Velvet Song for drinks the morning after the Council of Lords ended, then for the dwarvish contingent to take Koru's portal up to Cordery with them for a shorter trip back to Korogan's Vaults.

“And you can take a look around Laketown at the same time,” he added.

Torik was eager to accept the offer. “I look forward to it. I've heard the people of your city have luxuries usually only reserved for nobles.”

The dwarves departed, and Dare exchanged looks with the others. “Well, I'd say that went well,” Hormot said.

“As long as they keep their word,” Marona said. But she looked optimistic.

As for Dare, he had a small chest full of truesilver coins that was going to make a huge difference for the future of Cordery. He already had a lot of ideas of what to do with it to make needed improvements to the province.

He also planned to help Marona finance the rebuilding of Montshadow Estate. The mansion was almost fully rebuilt by this point, but he knew that she had an outstanding loan with the rebuilt Terana Counting House to cover the monumental expense.

She'd used a lot of her own funds to rebuild her town, and while Terana was enjoying great prosperity, it would be a while before she could afford that sort of expense out of her own pocket.

He'd have to talk to her once they had a quiet moment together, see how she felt about him paying off the debt. It felt like the least he could do for the woman he loved after everything she'd done for him, and he wanted her and their children to have the comfortable life they deserved, without debt hanging over their heads.

For now, though, they returned to the Council to continue the interminable meetings.

◆◆◆

While Dare didn't have much time during the week of the Council, he spent as much as he could with his family. Particularly Marona and little Darren, who he only got to see infrequently on trips down to Terana. He made the most of their time together, and had a happy time with them.

Now that he'd been with all of her maids and they felt bolder about expressing their desires, they found opportunities to snatch a few minutes of fun with him. Which he certainly wasn't complaining about.

Whenever they had a few hours they'd head into Redoubt with the rest of the group to enjoy the town. It made for enjoyable outings, and a good opportunity to unwind from Council sessions.

He got another chance to go for a run with Grace, too, this time with Leilanna riding on the centaur girl's back. His dusk elf wife had become good friends with Grace during their stay, and was more than a little taken with her.

Needless to say, she and Dare both enjoyed making out with the beautiful centaur and playing with her gorgeous breasts, their lover finishing the fun with an enthusiastic titjob and blowjob, before they headed home all satisfied with their time together.

On the last evening, after Hormot officially dismissed the Council until next year, Dare, Ireni, Lily, and Marona and her attendants made their way up to say their farewells to the old duke, since they'd be leaving early in the morning and might not see him again before then.

“I expect I'll see you soon,” Dare told his friend. Trade caravans from Cordery regularly visited Redoubt through Koru's portals, and he often popped in to say hello to friends and take care of pressing business.

“Not too soon,” Hormot said with a chuckle. At their curious looks he motioned vaguely, eyes twinkling. “I've arranged to take a week off. I had a feeling this Council of Lords was going to be an exhausting one, so I'll be down on the south coast in a lovely little beach town, letting the eighty degree weather warm my old bones.”

Dare hadn't even known beachside vacations were a thing on Collisa; he liked the old Phasewarper's style. “Maybe you can give me the location in case I ever have time for a vacation,” he joked.

His friend chuckled. “I'll do you one better. One of these days I'll portal you and Miss Koru down there, so she has the location and can portal there herself once she's high enough level.” His shook his head in admiration. “Which shouldn't take long at the rate you're going.”

“I'll look forward to it.” Dare extended his hand. “In the meantime enjoy your vacation. You've certainly earned it.”

“I daresay I have.” Hormot shook his hand, then took Marona's and kissed it. “Best fortune in your endeavors, my friends. I'm eager to see what you can accomplish in your provinces over the next year.”

With that he bowed and departed.

With Ireni's and Lily's warm blessing, Dare left them and Marona's maids to head back to the inn and took his noble lover out for a quiet walk in a private park. Arm in arm, they wound their way between snowy evergreen trees until they found a secluded bench, which they settled onto with his noble lover on his lap.

She sighed as she rested her head against his, looking out at the winter wonderland around them. It had snowed in the night, dusting everything with a clean white coat, and in the fading light of dusk gave the world a bluish hue.

“I wish we had longer,” she said quietly.

“I'll try to find more opportunities to visit you and Darren.” Dare rested a gentle hand on her round belly. “And when the baby's born I'll come and stay for a few days.”

“I would like that. And I'll come visit when I can as well.” Marona shifted around to rest her head on his shoulder and fell still. For a while he wondered if she'd fallen asleep. But after a few minutes she spoke up abruptly. “Once Darren is old enough I'd like to begin sending him up to visit you regularly. And our new little one, too.”

“That sounds good,” he said, wondering why she was bringing this up. “I'd love to spend time with them, and they can spend time with their brothers and sisters.”

“Good.” She looked up at him, hesitated, then spoke firmly. “Before long, we should have a conversation about what will happen to them should I pass unexpectedly.”

Dare felt his heart clench at the awful thought, fighting down a surge of panic. “That's decades away,” he said, stroking her shoulder.

His noble lover gave him a wan smile. “Hopefully. But we can't know what the future will bring, and this is too important to leave unresolved.” She cupped his cheek with a soft hand, eyes sad. “One of the risks of falling in love with an old woman, my paramour.”

He hesitated, debating, then spoke determinedly. “Two years.”

He'd brought this up before and got resistance from her; she insisted she had no time for it between caring for the babies and her duties to her province. But he'd been able to reach Level 50 in less than two years, and if she was willing he'd be happy to get her to that level too, so she could instantly become ten years younger.

Dare planned to do the same for all his wives and consorts if they were willing, wanting their lives to be as long and full as possible. Not just for them but for their children.

Sure enough, Marona's expression tightened. “I can't just go out and spend every day farming monsters. Even if others would be the ones doing it to give me experience.”

“We could find nearby spawn points, then at higher levels use portals,” he reasoned. “You could bring the children and sit a safe distance away, spend all that time managing the province remotely. People could come to you, or you could negotiate through an intermediary.”

“It wouldn't be the same. Problems would arise because of it.”

“Problems you could work around.” Dare stroked her belly. “Call me selfish, my love. I want ten more years with you. I want you there with me when our children are grown, holding our grandbabies.” Her breath caught, and he kissed her head and continued. “Isn't that worth a couple years of setting up court near spawn points? It's not far different from living in Montshadow Estate, a fair distance away from New Terana, and ruling from there.”

He shifted around to meet her gaze. “And I'll help you. Every step of the way. It's time we can spend together.”

Marona's lip trembled as she looked up at him, mysterious dark eyes big and vulnerable. “Damnit, Dare,” she whispered. “You're talking about something I would've believed was impossible before I met you, and you make it seem so easy.”

“I'll make sure it's easy for you.” He smiled playfully. “You're never too old to become an adventurer.”

She gave him a tentative smile, then abruptly laughed. “We started this conversation talking about arrangements in case I died of natural causes, and now the discussion's shifted to partaking in an insane new quest.”

Dare grinned and nuzzled her neck. “Exciting, isn't it?”

“I feel younger just thinking of it.” Her eyes danced. “So you probably want me to change classes, right? You're the leveling expert, which one would be best?”

“Spellwarder. Not exactly a surprise. You'll mostly be a safe distance away, but it'll make a huge difference if you're able to help kill monsters from afar to speed experience gains, and protect yourself and the people helping you level if needed.”

“Mmm. When I was a girl I loved a series about a young lady who became a Spellwarder and went on to have many grand adventures.” Marona giggled. “Kind of like you, actually.”

“And now you.”

“I can't believe I'm letting you talk me into this.” She kissed him softly, then with more heat. Her soft lips trailed along his jaw to his ear, and she murmured into it, “You know, the sex would be so much hotter if I was ten years younger.”

He felt his cheeks heat. “You're irresistible at any age.”

“Then would you like to make love while I'm still old?” His noble lover squirmed around, hiking up her skirts to straddle him and draping her cloak around them to hide what she was doing.

Dare felt himself stiffen against her panty-clad pussy as he dropped his hands to her bare thighs and began stroking her soft skin. “Right here in public?” he protested feebly.

She motioned around at the trees. “We're secluded enough.” She smiled widely as she began to languidly grind against his erection straining in his pants, breath quickening in excitement as she added. “And I told Miss Garena to make sure nobody disturbed us. Just in case.”

Marona's pregnant belly bumped his with every motion, and he loosened her girdle and slipped his hand beneath her dress to stroke the taut flesh of her round tummy. “I love you, Marona.”

“And I love you, my paramour. Which is why I'm going along with this crazy venture to have more time with you and our children.” Her nimble fingers worked to unlace his breeches as she leaned forward to again whisper in his ear. “And if I'm younger, that'll give us time to have more babies in the future.”

Dare bit back a groan as she freed his cock, grinding against him directly. He could feel her arousal soaking her silk panties and coating his shaft, and while he continued to stroke her belly he reached up to pull down her bodice, burying his face in her small but swollen breasts.

Whimpering in passion, his noble lover reached between them to pull aside her panties, then lifted up enough to rub her soft petals against his tip. Then, burying her face in his neck, she impaled himself on his massive cock with a soft cry of pleasure, engulfing him in her velvet heat.

That alone was enough to warm him against the winter's chill, and he cried out her name as he nuzzled her breasts. He wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her closer as she began to move slowly and languidly up and down on him, nether lips stretched around his girth lovingly nibbling every inch of his length in mild orgasm, flooding his crotch with her nectar.

Marona sped up with surprising energy, letting out whimpers of pleasure with increasing urgency as she wrapped her soft arms around his head and pulled him harder against her breasts. Then she tensed with a soft wail, cried out his name, and her silky tunnel clamped down on him as she came hard.

Dare twitched his hips with his own urgency, latching onto a nipple and teasing it with his teeth as he released his seed in the woman he loved in a series of long, powerful pulses that left him feeling dizzy.

As they both came down from their shared orgasm they clutched each other limply, kissing and caressing each other. After a minute or so she drew back slightly, eyes soft and loving. “Thank you, my love. I've been so exhausted lately, so burdened by duties that seemed too much, especially when I feel so old and tired. Thank you for reminding me that I still have a long and happy life ahead of me.”

“I'm happy to remind you any time,” he said, flexing his hard cock still impaled inside her so she jumped and giggled in surprise. Then he sobered and kissed her tenderly. “I love you, Marona. I'll do everything I can to ease your burdens. I want to help you have that long and happy life you deserve.”

Marona laughed ruefully and squirmed off his cock with a reluctant sigh, adjusting her clothes. “Speaking of which, how would you feel about carrying me home? After an exhausting day in meetings and then a few minutes of incredible passion I'm completely worn out.”

“I'd be delighted to, my Lady.” Dare shoved his softening cock back into his pants and retied the laces, although there wasn't much he could do about the fact that they were covered with their mingled love juices and smelled like sex.

Well, thankfully scents didn't carry far in the cold. He gathered the woman he loved in his arms, pushed to his feet, and carried her home.

He had plans to make for her leveling, and he wanted to make sure it went smoothly for her.


Chapter Ten

Getting Away

On the 8th of Ged, January for Collisa, Dare's household packed up and said their final goodbyes to their friends in Redoubt, promising to keep in touch. Including Grace and her brother, who they invited to visit Cordery if their search for their missing family and friends from the caravan yielded no fruit in the region capitol.

Then Koru cast a portal to Terana for Marona's party, and they said their goodbyes to her as well. “I'm going to make arrangements, then in a week or so I'll come down with some recruits who'll level up in Terana,” he told her as he held her close, leaning down to kiss baby Darren. “You'll be part of their party. I'll make sure they know everything they need to about the spawn points down there that they'll use to get you up to 30.”

“Then we can join you for leveling from there!” Pella said, tail wagging enthusiastically.

The rest of the family knew Marona had agreed to level up to 50, and some were excited at the prospect of leveling up with her. Especially Pella, Leilanna, and Seris and Selis. Sia wanted to level as well, so she and Ireni would also be joining them, with the goddess taking the fore for the adventuring.

Due to the change in plans, Belinda would be one of the people in Marona's party, receiving experience to level up with her. The dragon girl seemed disappointed to not be able to join Dare and the others at Phoenix Manor, but he promised to make it up to her as he hugged her goodbye as well.

Judging by the naughty things she whispered in his ear before stepping back, she definitely intended to take him up on that. Something to look forward to.

Koru finished the portal and the Terana contingent hurried through with some final goodbyes. Then she got to work on the one to Laketown.

During the brief wait Dare shared some drinks with Torik, Bradis, and Ilin. His friends had quickly taken a liking to the Elder, no doubt helped by the cask of very fine dwarvish beer he broached for them. They planned to take a tour through the city and show the dwarf the sights.

Dare was more than happy to join them, although only for a brief trip.

After over a week of doing heavy administrative work on behalf of Cordery and the region, none of his loved ones had batted an eye when he announced he planned to spend the next three days in hardcore leveling. He was going to go out with Lily and Koru and farm monsters from sunup to sundown, not even taking time off to return home and sleep with the family.

After the stressful tedium of the Council of Lords, he couldn't wait to spend 16 hours of intense physical activity with the women he loved. With no distractions managing the province or overseeing his numerous businesses.

It would practically be a vacation.

Zeliz had disappeared for a couple of hours that morning, on manor business apparently. Although from how exhausted and morose she looked now her task didn't seem to have gone well.

Even so, when Koru finished the portal the bee girl managed a cheerful front as she called for everyone to go through, making sure they did so in a swift, orderly fashion. Dare scooped up Gelaa as she tried to dash away to hug Grace goodbye, waving to the centaur stable girl as he cuddled his daughter close and strode through the portal.

Because the contingent from Korogan's Vaults were accompanying them, he'd asked Koru to place her portal on the rise near Phoenix Manor that offered the best vantage to the city. So after his household finished coming through the huge shimmering sphere, he lifted his daughter onto his shoulders and watched as the dwarves filed through and got their first look.

Torik was first to appear, and he was so amazed he actually stopped and one of his companions coming through stumbled into his back, reminding him with a start that he needed to step aside.

At which point he kept staring. “Ancestors of my fathers,” he breathed, staring down at the growing city in awe. “It's like nothing I've ever seen. Even the capitols of the wealthiest and most venerable kingdoms can't compare.”

Dare had seen the impossible majesty of Harald City, so he took that compliment with a grain of salt. Still, he felt a surge of pride as he looked down at Laketown, seeing it as through the eyes of someone who hadn't witnessed it before. Especially after just coming from Redoubt, which even newly rebuilt still looked like a medieval city.

Laketown would look like the most backward and quaint town back on Earth, but here it was downright modern and forward-thinking.

The streets were straight as arrows and laid out in a neat grid, paved with sand blasted to surprisingly hard, dark glass by fire Mages and flanked by sidewalks made with carefully squared and smoothed pavers. Gutters ran along either side of the street, with drains leading to the sewers.

Every twenty yards a lantern was raised on a pole, which every evening would be loaded with an enchanted glowstone to chase away the darkness. The stones weren't particularly expensive, but enough so that they were kept locked away during daylight hours to deter thieves. Dare employed youths from struggling families to do the job, and thus far none had betrayed that trust.

In fact, he'd heard it was considered an honor to light the streets.

In every square was a fountain and a public toilet, with enough parks tucked away and trees growing alongside walking paths and sidewalks to liven up the place with greenery. The buildings were neat brick, milled boards, or quarried stone, designed by skilled architects with inventive construction. All were new of course, since the city was only six or so months old, but what little damage they'd taken from the elements or use was carefully mended, and they were kept clean. Most had gutters leading to storm drains, and interior plumbing. As well as more glowstones, which at night lit the windows with a cheery light.

They'd needed to level an Enchanter up to 35 for those, but the woman was now working full time to create them, and making a prosperous living off the work. She was also working to learn all the languages of the various races living in Bastion and the true wilds, so she could make translation stones.

Torik craned to take in all the various innovations that made Laketown a luxurious place to live. Dare had the feeling that he was seeing it with eyes that had seen more than a few cities in his time, and likely even overseen the building of settlements. “What are those spikes?” he asked, pointing.

Dare followed the old dwarf's gaze to the adornments topping most of the buildings. “Lightning rods.”

A few of the dwarves behind them muttered uneasily. “Some sort of enchanted defenses?” one asked.

He had to laugh at that. “Defenses, yes, although ones of common metal that employ simple scientific principles.”

“Simple what?” the dwarf asked, frowning.

Dare brushed that aside. “They're designed to protect against lightning strikes that would otherwise cause fires,” he continued.

Torik looked at him in disbelief. “How in the deeps do they do that?”

That would take a bit more of an explanation than Dare wanted to get into at the moment, and involve concepts they weren't familiar with. So for now he kept it simple, using ideas they could understand.

“The power for lightning gathers in the ground as well as the sky. When enough power gathers, the charges in the sky and ground jump the gap between to meet, creating lightning. The pointed spike dissipates that charge in small, safe amounts to prevent lightning.” He pointed. “But if lightning does strike it'll hit the rod, and follow the path of the metal down the side of the building and safely to the ground.”

“How the hell would you even figure that out?” the doubtful dwarf from before demanded. “Sounds like a load of rubbish to me.”

Dare shrugged. “Believe me or not. But Laketown has yet to suffer a fire from lightning strikes.”

“They aren't that common to begin with,” Doubty insisted. “Especially this far north in the cold.”

“Goraff,” Torik said, tone mild but with a hard edge. The doubtful dwarf stiffened as the Elder continued. “Only fools speak confidently of subjects they have no knowledge of.”

“The Dunning-Kruger effect,” Dare agreed, drawing more blank stares.

Another dwarf slapped Goraff upside the back of the head. “Anyway we're guests here, and we're supposed to be on our best behavior. So shut your yap.”

Bradis came up beside them, displaying the hand Dare had designed for him. “After all I've seen I tend to believe he knows what he's talking about,” he said, idly adjusting his ratcheting fingers into a fist, then loosening them again.

Torik grunted and glanced to Ilin and Lyan, who'd also joined them. “Well, now I'm all the more eager to see your fair city, my Lord. Shall we?”

“Absolutely.” Dare handed Gelaa down to Zuri, bid his family farewell as they headed into the manor to settle in, and set out towards Laketown to spend some time with the guys.

The tour ended up lasting a few hours as he explained city planning, described the businesses in downtown and how it was designed to cater to foot traffic, and popped into various establishments to show them. Including the Waystop to the Wilds, where they paused for hot cider, steaming roast beef, and buttered rolls before continuing the tour.

Dare gave a brief tour of the inventors' workshop, although he didn't want to disturb the men and women from their creativity. The dwarves made appreciative noises at the tools, crucibles, forges, carpentry machines, and other equipment used to invent new things beyond the crafting system, but most of them didn't really seem to appreciate the potential and obviously thought it was a waste of time.

Although they didn't say so.

He spotted Ashley working on her project at a crucible, busily jotting down notes as she looked at samples she'd just removed from the heat. He would've paused to talk to her if he was alone, not just about her ideas but to see if the interest she'd shown him before remained.

But as it was he simply gave a friendly wave as she glanced up with a vague expression, adjusting the slitted goggles she wore to protect her eyes from the heat and light. They made her look adorable.

He felt a thrill when she brightened at the sight of him and started to fuss with with her curly brown hair, a flush spreading over her freckled cheeks. The smile she gave him was encouraging, and he resolved to pop in again soon.

For now, though, he led his friends and dwarvish guests outside and they continued on to inspect the brewery and distillery.

Finally, though, Torik reluctantly announced it was time for them to head north. “I'd love to stay longer at some point, my Lord, and enjoy the hospitality of your home,” he said with a polite bow. “But my visit to Redoubt has kept me from important affairs for long enough already, so for now I thank you for showing me around your fair city.” He paused, tone lightening. “Can I hope you'll visit Korogan's Vaults soon? I'm eager to formalize trade arrangements, and introduce you to my granddaughters.”

“Sometime in the next month or so,” Dare promised, bowing in return. “I mean to reach Level 50 and go through the dungeon in Gurzan's Last Hold within the next few weeks, so I can visit after that.”

“Perhaps some of my people can piggyback a ride through your portal back to Laketown at that time,” the Elder said. “And I'll be eager to hear about your experiences in the dungeon on your visit.”

“Until then, Elder.”

They returned to Phoenix Manor, where the dwarves gathered their mounts. Ilin had offered to escort them north to the border since he and Amalisa were heading that way as well to return to their orphanage, so Dare bid farewell to his friends as they set out with the dwarves.

“We'll be there for the birth in a month and a half,” he told the young noblewoman. “Although Pella plans to come sooner to help out.”

Amalisa smiled fondly. “She's been wonderful throughout the pregnancy. I don't know what I'd do without her.”

The group set out, and Lily and Koru turned to him, looking excited. “Ready for our adventure?” his bunny girl wife said.

Dare couldn't help but laugh at that. “We're spending the next three days trying to maximize our experience gains. Not exactly a bold exploration into the true wilds.”

“We're challenging ourselves to push the limits of what we've accomplished before,” his orc consort said, baring her tusks in a grin. “There's great adventure in that. I'm just glad I'm high enough level now to join you.”

“So am I.” He whistled sharply, and an answering screech was followed by Smoke vaulting the wall to the raptor paddock and sprinting to join them with swift, graceful strides. His faithful companion fell in at his side, and he stroked the gray-tipped black feathers along his neck as Marigold's maids hurried to bring them their adventuring gear.

Koru was already casting a portal north into the true wilds. They had a lot of options to choose from for their leveling, but he'd chosen a spot farther north, near the edges of the area they'd scouted. Just to add some variety in the monsters, since they hadn't farmed those ones nearly as much.

And of course it was one of the most ideal spots for this. Which was good, because leveling up was becoming more challenging by the level.

The experience and therefore time required for leveling was jumping dramatically now, basically doubling every 5 levels. It was taking him about a month of full days of determined monster farming to get levels now, but once he hit 50 it would jump to two.

Needless to say, he'd put his min/maxing skills into overdrive to theorycraft the most perfect leveling day possible.

Of course there was a hypothetical maximum experience they could farm in a day. Assuming instant travel between monster spawn points and no delays in pulling, facing the highest level monsters that gave them experience, and spending the full 24 hours in tireless effort.

That didn't take into account bonus experience from monster hordes, quests, and achievements, but those couldn't really be factored in.

It went without saying that getting the hypothetical maximum was impossible, or even anywhere close to it. But they could get close to the practical maximum.

Most of the time it would be better to farm monsters a few levels higher than them, since they'd get bonus experience for the increased difficulty. But at their current level, considering how monster strength and difficulty jumped every ten levels, it would be more efficient to kill monsters that were around Level 48-49, rather than seeking out Level 50s and above.

They could kill those monsters, and had before, but the Level 50 power jump was especially brutal, particularly in the time it took to kill them. Better to wait on killing them for when the experience bonus for monsters in the high 40s was reduced because the spawn points were too far below them in level.

Other considerations were the most ideal location for sufficient closely spaced spawn points, and finding a circuit that got the maximum number of spawn points between the twelve hour respawns.

Dare had planned to get them as close to that as he could manage, while constantly keeping vigilant for opportunities to improve their efficiency. He even contemplated having them take turns sleeping so they could farm around the clock, but that would be less efficient than just working and sleeping together.

That still left them plenty of time for night grinding. Although with them all focused on getting the maximum benefit possible from their efforts and then collapsing into bed to sleep, as Lily playfully put it “not the fun kind of night grinding.”

In the dark they'd make sure they had plenty of torches around the spot they planned to pull from, and would keep an eye out for night predators and nocturnal wandering monsters. But by this point they were veteran adventurers, and the night that scared most in Haraldar held no fears for them.

Which was also why they'd camp out in four hour shifts right next to the spawn points, instead of getting portals home to sleep with the family. Not only would that take time from their efforts, but Dare wouldn't be able to resist temptation surrounded by all the women he loved.

It would be hard enough with Lily and Koru, to the point that he had no doubt they'd spend a few minutes after going to bed giving each other quickies so they could relax and get to sleep.

As a third leveling companion that provided only limited crowd control to their efforts, having Koru along slowed their experience. Although having Smoke as an extra source of damage, as well as tanking or kiting as needed, still kept them killing monsters at a great pace.

And Dare and Lily were more than happy to have their orc lover along sharing. It wasn't just generosity, either; as a Phasewarper her portals more than made up for the experience loss, saving them unimaginable time.

As would Buttercup's scrying, when she got high enough level to adventure with them. Between the two they'd be able to explore the world safely and efficiently.

He couldn't wait.

Although most of the time those portal duties kept Koru so busy that she could often only spare a day or two to level with them, or even just a half day. He knew they were all looking forward to when the other Phasewarpers reached Level 30 so she could join them more often.

Honestly they all had duties that kept them from leveling as much as they would've liked. Yet another reason why they were all so excited about this three days of hardcore grinding; most of the time they couldn't get away for this long together to just focus on getting experience.

Dare changed in the bath house's washroom and pulled on his gear, then bid farewell to his family who came out to wish them luck. As soon as Koru finished opening her portal he led the way through, Smoke at as side and defensive abilities ready in case of a surprise enemy waiting on the other side.

There was none, although the spawn point fifty yards away was full of Level 48-49s. Smoke hissed at them, feathers ruffling dangerously, and Dare set a calming hand on his companion's back as Lily and Koru came through leading their raptor mounts laden with packsaddles for all the loot they'd collect, as well as enough supplies and camping equipment to last them three days.

“I'm on lookout,” Koru said, settling in with the raptor mounts to watch for roaming monsters and animal predators. And just that quickly they jumped into their three days of grinding.

The monsters at the closest spawn point were undead bears, fur rotten and flesh sloughing off their bones. They moved swiftly, though, and had some annoying abilities. Not to mention they hit like a truck.

Dare, Lily, and Smoke had developed a good farming tactic between them. They'd pull four monsters at a time, Koru using Phase Shift on any adds, to take advantage of Lily's Quad Shot. Then Smoke would use his speed and snare abilities to kite them while they damaged the monsters down, Dare alternating shots between all four so they died as close to simultaneously as possible.

For the most part it went without a hitch, and while his raptor companion sometimes took a hit, it was usually minor enough his natural regeneration took care of it without needing a healer. And when a healer was needed one was just a portal away, a member of the guard waiting on standby for medical emergencies in Laketown who could pop in, heal, then head back through to her post.

The undead bears came in groups of two and three, so in order to kill them four at a time Koru used her crowd control on one. Then they'd pull a group of three to down with that one once the first group was killed. That left a few groups of two that they could pull together more easily.

The loot was mostly claws and teeth. Nothing too exciting, although at their level even junk loot sold well. They also infrequently dropped Enchanting materials that were far more exciting.

Nine pulls later they mounted up, Dare on Smoke, and rode to the next spawn point. This one featured corrupted hobgoblins with bony spikes ripping through their pallid gray flesh and dead eyes shining with hate for all living things.

They dropped gold and rare higher level cloth, which his harem and their Clothier Velia would be delighted to have. Lily and Koru were certainly excited about it. They also infrequently dropped medium quality gear, which would definitely sell well at this level.

Some of the tank gear might even be good for Bradis, who needed even level gear for the armor rating even if it didn't have any item bonuses. The rest of them could get away with lower level gear that gave those bonuses, since they weren't expecting to take hits.

So began the day of hardcore grinding.

They had to take down more than a few roaming monsters and animal predators, but had no mishaps as they worked their way north along the spawn points they'd scouted out on a previous trip. They made their way around a small lake and over a hill, churning through monsters like a well oiled machine. Smoke didn't take more than a few scratches and bites, which he quickly regenerated, doing his job perfectly and keeping monsters far from them.

Dare was glad to be out with his bow again. It was only a Journeyman quality, the best he could find for this level, but with Fleetfoot's attack speed boost he still wrecked enemies with it. Its familiar weight in his hands as he loosed arrow after arrow at enemies was relaxing in its own way, in spite of the hard pace they set to minimize downtime.

After about seven hours (slower than the pace he'd planned, which combined with the late start meant he'd need to do some fine tuning) they reached the northernmost spawn point of the circuit they had planned to farm along. It was just across a river on a lightly forested plain that stretched into the distance towards a distant lone peak, and was filled with forty or so giant beetles with wicked pincers.

The first pull went off smoothly, all four monsters peeling away from the others without a hitch. Smoke kited them with ease, managing to outpace them or dodge their attacks even when they took to the air on shimmering translucent wings.

At least until his raptor companion, Lily, Koru, and their raptor mounts all abruptly slumped to the ground like puppets with their strings cut.

Dare stumbled like he'd just been slammed by a giant invisible hand, pressing him towards the ground with inexorable weight. He wasn't sure how he managed to stay on his feet when Koru had been overwhelmed, except that the weight was more mental or maybe spiritual than physical.

Then he heard an awful tearing noise and saw the Dire Beetles they'd just pulled laying into Smoke, lying helpless on the ground. With a scream he shrugged off the weight and Pounced on the nearest monster, pulling out his spear and using Savage Claw to draw aggro.

With close proximity the monsters shifted their attention from an incapacitated target to him, leaving him with four pissed off even level enemies to contend with and no idea what the hell what was going on, or if another disastrous attack from an unseen enemy would be coming his way.

He activated Cheetah's Dash and bolted away as the beetles snapped their wings out and shot after him, making a furious buzzing noise as they closed the distance.

Dare dove aside at the last second as they all converged on him, using Wing Cripple on one as it droned past within inches of skewering him with its pincers.

Before he could plan his next move a draconid alighted on the ground ten feet away, from nowhere as far as he could see. She looked pretty badass doing it, too, slamming down in a crouch with a fist planted on the ground, with such force that she created a small crater beneath her, clumps of snow and dirt flying in all directions.

He narrowly avoided an attack from one of the beetles, gawking at her as she smoothly stood. She was tall, probably close to his height, with a regal physique and beauty to rival Lily's, although more ripe with wisdom and maturity. Her scales were jet black and shimmered with a rainbow hue, the tendrils she had instead of hair the red of hot coals and hanging down to her waist like a frill.

Unlike Belinda and other dragon girls he'd seen, she had two ebony horns rising from her head in a gleaming spiral, easily two feet long and ending in wickedly sharp tips. She was stark naked and seemed unashamed or even unaware of the fact, her gorgeous curves on full display as she inspected the area.

She seemed surprised, then annoyed, that Dare was still on his feet. Then she spat, four times in quick succession, and he stared in shock as gobbets of burning spit or maybe acid shot out to hit each of the four monsters attacking him, dropping them instantly.

After which she simply stood there staring at him.

He stared back at the dragonkin in alarm at how easily she'd downed four Level 49 enemies. She remained passive, and he certainly didn't dismiss her as a threat, but his first impulse was to check on his loved ones now that the immediate danger was past. So he edged towards Smoke, keeping an eye on her as he went.

To his relief his faithful companion's injuries, while deep, were nothing serious, and he was already healing. They'd need to portal back to Laketown for the emergency healer to tend him, but he was in no immediate danger.

Lily was merely unconscious, apparently unharmed, and while Koru had landed on her arm at an awkward angle that would probably be painful when she awoke, she was unharmed as well. He gently shifted her to free her arm, making her more comfortable.

While he'd been checking his loved ones the draconid had moved a bit closer, watching him with her head cocked to one side, deep black eyes like midnight pools inspecting him curiously.

He checked her with his Eye, at which point his wary caution turned to dread: she was immortal.

Although unlike Rosaceae and Tremuloides, she showed the usual information including her level. Which happened to be 70, with some truly terrifying abilities. But she didn't show a class, and her stats definitely weren't normal.

In fact, she was as powerful as a raid rated monster.

“Ah, you have the Eye,” she said at seeing his expression, her voice husky and powerful enough to make the air around her tremble. “The ones who came before had one with that as well. Not that it taught them wisdom. No doubt what you're seeing is very confusing. Maybe this will help.” She stretched languidly, showing off her gorgeous curves. “You may want to back up.”

Confused, he hastily hauled Koru up on his shoulders and retreated a dozen steps. Then, bemused at her insistent shooing motions, a dozen more, bringing him close to where Lily and Smoke lay insensate.

Smiling from ear to ear, the draconid dropped on her hands and feet in an incredibly erotic arching position, ass raised high. But before Dare could think of the possibilities she began to grow.

And not proportionally.

Her neck stretched as if she was channeling her inner brontosaurus, and so did her tail, sprouting spikes along her spine. Her jaws lengthened, sharp teeth growing to protrude from them, and her face shifted to become more serpentine. Her arms lengthened and thickened to become legs, and her chest and waist broadened to form a thick scaled belly. Wings sprouted from her back, leathery and powerful, disturbing a cloud of dust around her as she stretched and flapped them.

Her swift growth stopped when she was around thirty feet tall and twice that long, black scales shimmering with a rainbow sheen looking hard enough to stop spears. Which her spiraling ebony horns had lengthened to resemble. Her claws were long as daggers, and if she couldn't quite swallow him whole, unless maybe she could unhinge her jaw, she could definitely snap him in half and then gobble up the pieces.

She wasn't a dragonkin at all. And sure enough, when he checked her with his Eye again her race showed differently. “Dragon, immortal female.”
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Holy shit!

Her level remained the same, but among her attacks she now had “Black Fire”, “Worldshaking Bellow”, “Demoralizing Gaze”, and several others utilizing her wings.

Eyes as big as dinner plates and as deep black as the night sky regarded him, his reflection visible in them; he looked like he was about to shit himself. “Yes,” she rumbled, voice so immense it literally shook the ground beneath his feet. “The Eye sees me differently in humanoid form.”

Dare probably should've been terrified, but maybe he was in shock. He was well aware the dragon could kill him in a moment if she so desired it, which sort of put him beyond fear. Maybe he could escape somehow, but not easily and not without abandoning his wife and consort, which he would never do. Either way she would decide whether this turned unfriendly.

Although he wasn't sure how an immortal had the strength of a raid rated monster with a level and attacks. It seemed to go against Collisa's rules.

That, or she was bound by rules as well.

The black dragon moved her head closer, looming over him only a few feet away so he could feel the hot blasts of her snorting breaths. She opened her jaws so he could see the black flames flickering at the back of her terrifying maw, and spoke. “Well?”

Dare blinked. He wasn't sure what she expected from him, since she seemed to be in control of the situation. “I've never met a dragon before,” he said politely. “I can honestly say the pictures I've seen don't do you justice. You're magnificent.”

Her mouth snapped closed and she stared at him silently.

He felt himself getting lost in her huge eyes as he stared back, some sort of hypnotic gaze, and quickly tore his eyes away to focus on her nose. “I didn't introduce myself, sorry,” he said, bowing low. “Lord Darren Portsmouth of Cordery Province. It's a pleasure to meet you.”

“Is it?” The black dragon cocked her head, then abruptly began to shrink again. Soon she'd returned to draconid form, and she strode up to stare at him silently again, expression blank. “You aren't terrified or panicking.”

Dare chuckled, the sound forced through his dry mouth. “I wouldn't say that. But I have a feeling if a dragon wants to kill me, she will. And while you're not as, ah, soothing as the other immortals I've met, you're not the first one either.”

She leaned so close she was practically pressed against him, cocking her head the same way she had in her other form as she sniffed deeply. “Ah. I should pay better attention. The gaze of the deities weighs heavy on you. And you smell of cherry blossoms and . . .” Her brow furrowed. “Of the highest heights I can fly, where the air becomes so thin I need magic to keep me aloft? Why the void beyond Collisa?”

Speaking of scents, with a beautiful, naked dragon close enough he could feel the warmth of her skin, he caught a whiff of hot coals, the crisp air of high places, and an incredibly alluring feminine musk.

It almost distracted him from the dread of this situation.

She abruptly stepped back, gold eyes narrowing. “What do you intend, Darren Portsmouth?”

Dare laughed. “I'm not sure why you're asking. The ball seems to be in your court.”

“I do not know what that means.” Her eyes narrowed further. “Not long ago fools came in force. They sought my hoard and tried to slay me.” She snorted. “As I said, they were fools.”

Wait, was that what had befallen the “heroes” of Haraldar? If so there were plenty of people down in Bastion who'd want to buy her a drink for giving those assholes the ending they'd deserved. They'd abandoned the region in its time of need to go out and attack an innocent dragon for her loot.

“What do you intend?” she snapped, voice growing in volume until it shook the ground beneath his feet again in spite of her diminutive size. “Speak!”

Dare shrugged uncomfortably. “Well I'm just here farming spawn points, by your leave. I'll stay out of your territory if that's what you want, if you'll tell me your borders. And if you wish, I'd like to be your friend.”

“Friend.” The dragon snorted derisively and looked up at the sky. “You owe me one, Merellesia.” She looked back down at him. “Take your people beyond the river. Do not intrude upon my territory again.”

Without another word she turned and sprinted in the opposite direction, faster than Lily on her best day. After a dozen steps she began to shift again, contorting and falling to all fours as the ground shook with her heavy footfalls. As soon as her wings snapped out she took to the air, beating them powerfully for elevation.

Dare watched, bemused, as she circled a hundred feet into the air. She apparently meant to stay and make sure he and his companions left.

Lily, Koru, Smoke, and the raptor mounts were already stirring, and he hurried to check on his orc lover. “How's your arm?” he asked, helping her to her feet.

She grimaced as she bent and stretched it. “It's not an issue.” She looked up at the sky and her eyes widened in shock. “Bones of my ancestors,” she said softly.

Lily and Smoke joined them, his bunny girl wife leading the mounts. They were all staring up at the majestic black dragon in terror. “Yeah, we need to get across the river,” Dare told them, activating Cheetah's Dash.

Koru mounted up, grunting slightly in pain at having to use her arm, while he led the way towards the river at a run.

Not a moment too soon as the immense black dragon whirled to dive straight for them, jaws opening wide and dancing with lurid black flames.

Lily shouted in fear and they sped away at the fastest sprint they could manage, wading through knee deep snow that conspired to slow their every step. Dare's stomach churned in dread, certain they couldn't outrun anything that flew even with their speed. He regularly glanced over his shoulder, poised for the attack the immortal threatened. Although he wasn't sure what any of them could do when it came, other than burn to ash.

Another glance showed flames jetting towards them in a roiling torrent.

He cursed and desperately Pounced to Lily, Tackling her to the ground and covering her with his body while silently ordering Smoke shield Koru. His faithful companion yanked her off her mount and perched protectively over her, screeching defiance at the approaching dragon.

Flames whooshed past Dare, hot enough to singe his hair . . . and melted the snow fifty yards to one side of them in a twenty foot wide stretch.

To his relief the flames soon retreated; the dragon's breath attack didn't end, but it moved away from them in the opposite direction, leaving behind guttering flames in the blackened wet grass exposed beneath the melted snow.

The immense black dragon winged away into the distance, as she did blasting the ground beneath her along the river with her breath in a line of devastation, with flames springing up in the foliage even farther out.

It almost looked like she was marking a border.

Right, he'd asked her to tell him her territory so he could leave her in peace. Apparently she'd decided to mark it instead. Making it very clear she didn't want them to intrude beyond that point.

Somehow, given the encounter, he doubted he'd be getting lucky with the beautiful dragon. Aside from the immense good fortune that she'd decided not to burn him to ash where he stood.

Dare checked to make sure Lily was okay, then helped her to her feet and hugged her in relief at their close call.

“What's happening?” she asked, staring dazedly down the line of charred and burning ground after the departing dragon. “Last thing I remember was pulling those beetle monsters, then I wake up and they're dead and we're running from a dragon!”

“I'll explain it once we're across the river.” He led the way to check on Koru, who was grumbling as she climbed out from underneath Smoke. Although her irritation was blunted by the fond way she pressed her face to the raptor's neck for a moment and patted his shoulder in silent appreciation.

Dare hugged Koru as well, and affectionately ruffed Smoke's feathers along his neck, then grabbed the leads of the raptor mounts and led the way to the river. As they went he explained his encounter with the dragon.

“So that's what happened to the heroes of Haraldar,” Lily said, shaking her head. “What sort of idiots try to rob a dragon?”

Koru grunted in agreement. “My tribe has heard of the dark terror seen in the skies to the north. We stay far away from such sightings.”

“And we'll do the same,” he announced. “Let's portal back to Laketown and get you and Smoke seen to, then we'll head to our alternate leveling area.” It was a hundred miles to the south and east, far from the dragon's domain.

His wife and consort seemed relieved at the suggestion, and wasted no time mounting their raptors for the swim across the river.

Dare resolved to ask Sia about the dragon, since the creature had mentioned his goddess wife. Although he had a feeling Sia would be as reticent as always about giving hints.

Maybe he could ask Rosaceae. He'd been meaning to visit her again anyway to see how she and Tremuloides were doing. And maybe see if his dryad lover was interested in entwining again.

Either way, he didn't plan to cross this river again without an invitation. Which he somehow doubted would be coming anytime soon.


Chapter Eleven

New Arrival

As Dare had expected, when he spoke to Sia while waiting for Koru to cast a portal to the alternate leveling area she was blandly uncooperative about supplying details.

“Oh, her,” she said, reaching up to brush some soot from his shoulder. “Yes, she's not a fan of visitors.”

“Enough of that,” Ireni said as she took the fore with an exasperated expression. “Just because we knew they'd be safe doesn't make what they went through any less frightening. And it could've just as easily gone a different way.” She hugged him close and lifted her face expectantly for a kiss.

He leaned down and tenderly pressed his lips to hers. He felt Sia briefly take the fore as her kiss became more heated, slipping her tongue into his mouth in a wash of sweet saliva, before Ireni returned to continue the kiss.

She drew back, expression solemn. “As you've no doubt reasoned, dragons are immortal children of the gods, but part of the leveling system. They're bound by rules, but they're more similar to the rules the gods place on mortals.”

“You know, like how if they abuse their power we'll launch crusades and such against them,” Sia added.

Ireni nodded. “Although the rules for them are more strict. If they go on a rampage the mortal races will be raised against them to hunt them to the ends of the earth. Those involve divine quests that have very generous rewards, drawing heroes from all over Collisa.”

“They're well within their rights to incinerate anyone intruding on their domain, though,” Sia again cut in. “Although they're informally expected to at least provide a warning first.” Dare opened his mouth, and she laughed outright as she read his mind for the question he'd been going to ask. “Yes, they can have offspring. They're the progenitors of draconids, as you've no doubt guessed.”

Lily, standing nearby stroking Smoke's nose and feeding him bits of meat, frowned. “Who'd be brave enough to fuck a dragon?”

Ireni fielded the question. “There are more dragons out there than you might expect. Some mingle with mortal races, or even rule them. Although that can take them dangerously close to breaking the rules, so it often doesn't end well.”

“Also dragons can breed with each other, although their offspring will always be draconids,” Sia added. “Only we can create immortals.” She grinned at him. “Or I should say usually that's the case. If you'd gotten to one before your ability to give immortals babies of their own race was changed, you might've had a dragon child like you'll one day have a dryad one.”

“Somehow I doubt I'd be having a baby with that particular dragon,” Dare said dryly, drawing another laugh from his goddess wife. Although he wasn't sure if it was agreement or amusement at something she wasn't telling him.

Moments later Koru called she'd finished her portal. He quickly kissed Sia and Ireni goodbye, and took baby Ian from Misini's arms to say goodbye to his son before handing him back to his mothers. Then the tiger-striped gray catgirl courtesan puckered her lips expectantly, and with a grin he kissed her goodbye.

Giving her elegant tail a playful tug as a promise of fun in the future when he had more time, he led the way back through the large magical sphere into the true wilds to return to leveling.

The alternate leveling area wasn't quite as ideal, with spawn points in the Level 47-48 range and not quite as close together and convenient to move between. But it was good enough, and it had the added benefit of being a place they'd explored thoroughly.

Also there wasn't a dragon to be seen for a hundred miles in any direction.

The monster farming was fairly routine for a few hours as the sun sank towards the horizon, going more smoothly than expected thanks to their familiarity with the area. But the day seemed to be destined to be an eventful one, because while cresting a hill they encountered a terrain feature Dare would've sworn hadn't been there a couple weeks ago, when they were last here and following nearly this exact route.

Specifically, a pit he nearly ran right into that now stretched across the hilltop.

Thanks to Fleetfoot's boost to his reflexes and the fact that he was going close to 40 miles an hour, in the split second he had to react he was able to tense his legs and leap twenty yards over the pit, landing with a stumble on the other side as he shouted a warning to the women behind him.

Lily sailed right over his head and landed with a graceful bound, and he turned to see Koru teetering on the edge, her mount scrabbling at crumbling earth to avoid falling in. Smoke had the panicking raptor's tail in his jaws and was tugging her backwards, while the third raptor milled nearby screeching at the commotion.

His orc lover vaulted out of the saddle and grabbed her mount across the chest, powerful muscles bunching as she hauled her backwards with Smoke's help. Between them they were able to save the terrified female, who huddled close to Smoke while the large alpha nuzzled his mate comfortingly.

Koru spat into the pit, tusks jutting out in a fierce scowl. “What the hell?” she snarled. “Are the ancient spirits dropping holes in our path now?”

Dare began circling the vast opening in the ground to join her, while Lily bounded back over with a graceful flex of her powerful legs. “There's only one reason I can think of why new terrain features would suddenly appear,” he said as he wrapped an arm around his orc consort's waist and kissed her shoulder; she was too dignified to show how shaken she was, but her chest heaved with adrenaline-fueled breaths.

“A new dungeon?” Lily asked, staring eagerly down into the dark depths below.

“This is within the area Balor's minions would've been farming for their own benefit,” Koru mused, beginning to calm from her near miss. “It was only a matter of time before dungeons began springing up.”

“In that case we should get some rope and explore it!” Lily said, foot thumping the ground in excitement.

Dare was torn. An irrational part of him was afraid if he walked away from this dungeon someone else would stumble on it and clear it before he returned. Which was absurd, since they were deep in the true wilds and high level adventurers weren't exactly wandering around out here.

“We'll open a portal before our night sleep shift,” he finally said. “We can get the loggers to send a team out to build a rigging to lower people and supplies, and when we wake up we can head down to inspect it. If it's a dungeon within our level range we can call the rest of the party and clear it tomorrow.”

“Back to leveling then?” Lily asked, looking disappointed as she stared down into the pit. Dare could sympathize; the mystery of what was down there was going to gnaw at him while they made the most of their remaining time before bedding down for the night.

Still, the others didn't hesitate to follow as he continued on to the next spawn point.

They kept leveling right through sundown, lighting up torches as darkness fell around them. In winter especially they couldn't expect to get much done if they only worked in daylight, so they were all familiar with laboring in the dark.

Following his plan for hardcore leveling, they farmed spawn points in the darkness for eight more hours as the cold settled into their bones. It wasn't until just after one in the morning that Dare called it a night, at least for four hours to sleep, and they headed back to the pit to set up camp.

Although before settling in to sleep Koru opened the portal back to Laketown as planned, while he and Lily cooked a simple dinner.

As they waited for the food to cook he set up the three person collapsible chair he'd designed for them, then settled into the middle seat. Although to his surprise rather than cuddle up next to him or even sit on his lap, like usual, his bunny girl wife hugged him from behind.

“My love,” she murmured, slipping her arms around his chest and pulling his head back to rest between her breasts, then leaning over so her upside down face was only inches from his. Which made her big wire frame glasses nearly fall off as she met his gaze, expression solemn but eyes sparkling as she continued. “I'd like to talk about sitting on your lap.”

He grinned and stroked her long silvery hair and velvety ears hanging down in front of his nose. “I like where this is going.”

She giggled. “We can have lots of fun with that.” She booped his nose with hers. “But I meant for everyone. We all understand why you usually have Zuri, Buttercup, and Marigold on your lap, or Ireni and Seris. They're all tiny.”

Dare settled back against her pillowy breasts with a rueful shake of his head. “I can hardly sit down without someone ending up on my lap, either a wife or consort or one of the babies.” He met her eyes sincerely. “But you're right that I should be more fair about it.”

His bunny girl wife shook her head, eyes soft. “Like I said, we understand. I've had enough people on my lap to know that after a while your legs and back get tired.” She stroked his pecs. “Even someone as strong and tireless as you.”

He furrowed his brow. “So what did you want to talk about?”

“Well, I just feel a bit bad for Clovis and Koru.” She shook her head, pigtails swishing across his chest and legs. “I sometimes get the feeling they'd like to.”

“Oh.” Dare shifted guiltily.

He cuddled with his orc consort and cow girl courtesan all the time, of course, but he could admit that he couldn't recall too many times they'd sat on his lap. To be fair, both were bigger than him and had never asked to sit on his lap, but he should've assumed they'd still want to.

“I know it would make Clovis happy,” Lily said. “She's pretty dainty for a bovid, you know, and she likes to feel small and cute.” She laughed. “And even though Koru is proud to be big and strong even for an orc, I'm sure she still wants to be held by her mate.”

She finally vaulted the collapsible chair and settled into his lap, resting her head on his shoulder. “I'll tell you what,” she murmured. “I'll take the portal and gather up a team to set up a rig on the pit, and let the party know to start preparing for a dungeon run in case this is in our level range. Meanwhile Koru can sit on your lap while she opens a second portal for me and the logging team to come back here.”

“Sounds good.” Dare kissed her long velvety ears, then rested his cheek on her head. “Thanks for bringing this up. You know if there's anything I can do to make you and the others happy, I hope you'll talk to me.”

“That's why I'm talking to you right now,” his wife said with a soft smile. “Although you're pretty great about anticipating our needs. And you know all of us look out for each other, when one of us is too shy or proud or embarrassed to bring something up.”

She paused, eyes dancing, then leaned close to his ear. “After all, where do you think I get most of my ideas for rewards for my challenges and games?”

Dare raised an eyebrow. Was she saying that Pella and Leilanna had been wanting him to ask them to pee on him, and Lily had gone out of her way to make it happen? Along with the other naughty games she'd encouraged with him and their lovers?

“So I should start losing your challenges?” he teased.

His ethereally beautiful wife giggled. “Give me more credit than that . . . I usually get the outcome I want, if not in that challenge then in the next.”

He sobered, hugging her closer and kissing her softly. “Thank you, Lily. I love you.”

She made a happy sound and pressed her face to his neck. “And I love you. For all our lives, growing old together with our children and grandchildren around us.”

The portal opened and Lily sprang off his lap and bounded over, cheerfully announced to Koru that she'd take care of things in Laketown and she could close the portal after her and start casting a new one, then disappeared into the giant magical sphere.

A bit bemused at the stream of words, his Phasewarper lover uncast her portal to conserve mana and made her way over to him. “Food done yet?” she asked.

“It's still got a bit.” Dare held out his arms, and Koru made her way over to settle onto the bench beside him. But before she could he caught her around the waist and pulled her onto his lap.

She grunted in surprise, perched awkwardly on his knees as her scarlet skin darkened to maroon in a blush. At least until he stroked her inner thigh and pulled her closer, and she relaxed and settled against him. Since she was almost a foot taller than him he ended up with his face buried between her firm breasts, which he had zero complaints about.

“This is unexpected, my mate,” his orc consort said as she stroked his hair. “I feel like I'm too big for this.”

“I'd say you're the perfect size.” He nuzzled her pillowy mounds. “And I want to hold you.”

“It does feel pleasant,” she admitted with a heavy sigh, hugging him closer. “But I'm afraid I can't enjoy this for long. I need to cast the next portal.”

“Go ahead,” he said. “You deserve to be comfortable while you do it.”

Koru looked pleased as she leaned down to kiss him, then shifted to a more comfortable position and began to cast.

Dare held her close, doing his best not to distract her from her work as he enjoyed the feel of the woman he loved in his arms. And if his back was a little stiff and his right leg fell asleep, that was a small price to pay.

She finished opening her portal, and almost immediately Lily and Sir Carnon led the way through, a handful of rangers following flanking a team of six men bearing ropes, pulleys, and wood to build the rigging. Along with spare glowstones, torches, and even magnesium flares.

“So you think you've found a dungeon?” the commander of the rangers asked as Dare and Koru came over to greet him.

“Unless you can think of another reason for a pit to spontaneously open through the solid stone of a hill.”

The knight grunted. “Fair enough. Either way it's worth investigating.” He turned and began bellowing orders, getting his people to work at the edge of the pit.

Dare left them to it as he, Lily, and Koru ate a quick dinner and prepared to retire to their tent. “Guard,” he told Smoke, motioning to the working men; Carnon was Level 40 and the other rangers were 35, while the laborers were all in the high 20s. But with the levels around here all of them working together would have trouble beating even one roaming monster or animal predator. Although the campfires and bright torches should keep most at bay.

His faithful companion snorted in acknowledgement and organized the other two raptors, who while in their 20s and vulnerable had the benefit of keen senses. They could at least give an early warning of danger.

Dare climbed into his tent, where he found his wife and consort already naked and writhing against each other passionately. Grinning, he swiftly stripped and climbed under the blankets to join the fun.

For the next few minutes he and Lily pampered Koru by taking turns between her legs, lapping her rich arousal from between her gloriously plump labia as her powerful thighs clamped around their heads in pleasure.

Once they teased her to a couple orgasms she cuddled his bunny girl wife and plunged her thick, powerful fingers in and out of her dripping pussy, while Dare climbed behind her and lovingly played with her breasts while thrusting into her from behind in the spoon position.

They only planned to give themselves a few minutes to get each other off and enjoy some intimacy before giving in to weariness, so he didn't even try to hold back the surge of pleasure that rushed over him. In a way it was nice to just let his orgasm happen for once as he pulled Koru tight to him, went balls deep in her silken depths, and filled her with his seed.

When Lily realized he was coming she mercilessly mauled their orc lover's clit until she squirted all over his cock and the bunny girl's thighs. Then, as he rolled onto his back in post-orgasmic bliss, Lily scrambled over Koru and impaled herself on his softening cock, her dripping arousal mingling with their orc lover's on his shaft as she began bouncing up and down atop him at a furious pace.

Koru turned his head aside and kissed him fiercely, wrestling his tongue into submission while caressing her bunny girl lover's thigh. They fucked vigorously for another few minutes until Dare felt another wave of pleasure rushing through him, and he grabbed his wife and held her on his cock as he twitched his hips up urgently and erupted inside her.

Their lovemaking probably didn't last more than five or so minutes, but they were all panting and sated as they cuddled close beneath a pile of warm blankets, their shared heat more than a match for the winter chill as they drifted off to sleep.

◆◆◆

The next morning they broke camp and made their way to the pit to get a report from the laborers, who'd finished creating a lift platform to lower them down into the pit, but unfortunately had bad news.

“The pit's a tricky one to lower a lift down into,” Carnon said, looking a bit surly. Probably due to his interrupted night to coordinate setting up a lowering platform on a pit out in the middle of nowhere. “It's got a series of ledges at different positions along the walls, completely obscuring our view down and making it impossible to lower anyone straight to the bottom.”

“You went down there?” Dare asked sharply; he'd made it clear that he needed to be the one to scout a prospective dungeon, to prevent a low level person from wandering into a much higher level monster's perception circle and aggroing, potentially getting everyone killed.

“Give me some credit,” the commander of his rangers growled. “We just went down far enough to confirm that the pit's bottom is far deeper than we can estimate, due to the ledges.” He paused. “Also there's a light source down there, and my guess would be a fairly bright one. Although the staggered ledges block any of it from reaching the surface, so you have to get down a ways to even see it.”

Dare wanted to point out that any of those ledges could've held monsters, but he had to trust that Carnon knew his business and had been careful. Besides, dungeons usually had a clearly defined entrance beyond which the first monsters were found, and if the top of the pit wasn't it then it stood to reason the bottom was.

“Did you see any tunnels or crevices in the walls?”

The Archer shook his head. “Smooth as glass and unbroken for as far as we could see.”

Hopefully that meant a simple and straightforward trip down to the bottom. “Okay. Me, Lily, and Koru will go down on the platform. We'll tug the rope if we want to come back up.”

“You'll have to maneuver the platform around ledges as you descend,” Carnon said as he handed him what looked like a raft pole to use to push away from obstacles. “You'll want to put on harnesses and keep a carabiner clipped to the rope holding the platform, to prevent you from falling if it tilts.”

Dare had no complaints about safety precautions, and let the rangers help him into his harness and double check the straps. Then he personally checked his wife's and consort's harnesses to make sure they were in good repair and secure.

Smoke chirped plaintively and nuzzled him as he climbed onto the platform and reached out to help Lily and Koru onto it. “I'm afraid you're too heavy for this,” he told his faithful companion with a smile. If they ended up tackling the dungeon they'd need to find a way to get the bear-sized raptor down there, but for now better for Smoke to stay on the surface. “Stay and guard.”

The dinosaur screeched and prowled away to patrol.

The descent was a bit jerky as the laborers got used to working the lift, the platform swaying from side to side as Dare and the girls leaned out to look down the shaft. Maneuvering it around the first ledge, about fifty yards down, was a bit awkward, and it actually worked better to just push off with their hands rather than relying on the pole.

Same for the second ledge. Each one protruded a bit more than halfway out from the wall, a pie-shaped wedge that occupied maybe 20% of the space, and was offset by that same amount from the ones above and below. Almost like a staircase meant for giants, although for practical purposes a giant would find using it hugely inconvenient.

The shaft was as featureless and empty of monsters as Carnon had claimed, and sure enough about two hundred yards down Lily shouted and pointed to a faint glow illuminating a ledge far below. So there was a light source down there.

The glow only gradually brightened as they descended another hundred yards, and Dare was struck by how deep this shaft was. Like some sort of immense drill had bored right into the earth. Accomplishing this feat even with heavy machinery from Earth would be ruinously costly and laborious, if even possible, and the fact that the world system had simply popped it into existence within the space of a few weeks was impressive.

The deeper down they went the more jerky the descent became, as the rope caught and rubbed on all the ledges above them. At about five hundred yards the lift abruptly lurched to a halt, all of them falling into each other as it tilted sharply, then plummeted ten feet as if picking up the slack.

Then it juddered to a halt again and stopped completely, and Dare cursed. “What's going on?” Lily asked. “Problems with the mechanism up above?”

He shook his head. “I think the rope's rubbing against so many ledges that friction is stopping us. And probably a good thing, because if it keeps rubbing like that there's a chance it'll fray and break on us.” He glared at the ledges visible up above, obscuring their view of the surface. “We should've used a chain.”

“That would've taken a much stronger lowering platform and mechanism, not to mention being harder to acquire of sufficient length,” Koru pointed out.

He nodded. “We're going to have to try something different. Maybe hanging ropes down to ledges directly below each one and climbing by hand, or being lowered by laborers.”

“So much for an easy descent,” his bunny girl wife said, looking disappointed.

Dare was a bit irked by the design of this pit himself. He tried jerking on the rope, the signal for the crew above to lift them, but with it pulled taut over so many ledges above them he doubted his attempt got anywhere near the surface.

Gods damnit. “I'm going to climb back up,” he told the girls. “Hang tight for a few minutes.”

“Doesn't seem like we have much choice,” his orc consort grunted, folding her arms.

He patted her shoulder as he grabbed the thick rope and began hauling himself up, wrapping his legs around it and pushing off to propel himself upward, then holding himself to lift his legs up to repeat the process.

It would've been faster to just use his arms, but even with his prodigious strength he would've tired himself out by the time he reached the surface. Although with a bit of practice he was able to move quickly on the taut rope, practically leaping upwards with every push of his legs.

The ledges were a pain, though, having to climb up and over where the rope was bent around them and offered no grip. The fact that the ledges were three feet thick and didn't have any good handholds or footholds didn't help either.

Needless to say, it was a good thing climbing was so tiring, because it let him burn off some steam by the time he reached the surface.

“Did you reach the bottom?” Sir Carnon called down when Dare climbed into view of the pit's opening.

“Not even close!” he called back. “The rope pressed against so many ledges our weight wasn't enough to keep it lowering, and it wouldn't be safe to try because it might fray and break. We're going to need rock hammers and pitons to attach ropes to . . . we'll have to drop lengths down to lower ledges in stages.”

He heard a few of the laborers and rangers cursing at that news. “Judging by the amount of rope used you went down about five hundred yards,” the knight called. “Any indication you're close to the bottom?”

“The light's brighter,” Dare replied as he reached the lip of the pit and hauled himself over with the help of a few laborers. “But if it's about the brightness of daylight it means we're not even halfway.” In spite of his weariness he straightened and squared his shoulders, resisting the urge to shake out his sore arms.

His efforts to show a strong front paid off, because he saw a few men murmuring in respect at how he'd climbed five hundred yards and was barely breathing hard.

“Okay, so staged ropes,” Carnon said, frowning down into the pit. “Do we lower laborers down to help raise and lower people?”

“Maybe for later expeditions or when we actually go into the dungeon to clear it,” Dare replied, thinking of Jurrin and Carilina; they'd both have trouble with the climb. And so would Bradis with only one hand, for that matter, unless they attached a carabiner with a friction brake to his stump.

Actually, if they did that the tank would probably have the easiest time of all of them, since he wouldn't have to worry about grip strength and could rest whenever he wanted. Assuming Dare wanted to go to the effort to invent the prosthetic just to delve into this dungeon.

Gods, he hoped there wouldn't be any more climbing after the entrance.

He had the laborers load him down with a few thousand yards of lighter rope, although still easily strong enough to hold the weight of all three of them at the same time. It wasn't an inconsiderable burden, and combined with the hammer and a few dozen pitons meant he was carrying over a hundred pounds in gear as he rappelled back down.

Thankfully he had the belt that reduced carry weight by 20 pounds, along with an enchantment on a ring that reduced it by another 10 pounds.

His wife and consort looked relieved when he came back into view. “Finally,” Lily called. She took in his burden of climbing materials and frowned thoughtfully. “Are we continuing the climb down by hand?”

“If you feel up to it,” Dare replied. His bunny girl wife had powerful legs but fairly average strength in her arms, so unless she was able to make good use of her legs she might have a bit of trouble.

Although it helped that she was insanely fit and had bonuses to strength from level up boosts and Power Up. She should be fine.

As for Koru, she certainly had the strength but he wondered if that added bulk would actually make the climb more difficult. The way serious bodybuilders tended to have trouble with climbing because strong as they were, they didn't have the endurance to hold up all that weight of muscle for long.

Of course, she also had the stat boosts to strength and stamina. And her muscles were more lean.

In any case, if worst came to worst he could always haul the girls up hand over hand. He was strong enough to lift even Koru, and with one of them helping it would be even easier.

Still, it was going to be a tiring few hours. And he lamented the lost time from grinding experience; he'd brought the laborers to set up the lift while they slept for just that reason.

Well, another challenge to embrace.

Dare hammered a piton into the ledge, then a second one just to be safe, and had the girls secure the rope as he rappelled down to the next ledge to attach more pitons as Lily and Koru joined him. It felt more precarious than the platform, but on the plus side it was also a lot faster.

Each ledge was a hundred yards below the one directly above it, and they needed to drop down nine times before they could see the bottom, the light growing steadily brighter the entire time until they worked in what looked like muted daylight.

Leaning over that ninth ledge, Dare could see that four hundred yards down the shaft opened up into a vast cavern, the floor beneath it another four or five hundred yards below that.

It was lit as bright as noonday, and the floor of the cavern looked as if it was blanketed with verdant growth. Although he could only see a small part of it from so high up within the shaft.

“We're almost to the bottom!” he shouted to the girls as they descended. They cheered as they joined him, looking down at the cavern below as he hammered a couple more pitons in. He tossed another length of rope down to the lowest ledge before the shaft opened into the cavern, which wasn't directly below but was close enough to still use.

Dare led the way, testing the pitons, but couldn't resist the urge to bypass the last ledge and keep descending the final twenty or so yards of the rope, dropping down into the cavern so he could get a proper look at it.

The sight was worthy of some sort of awed exclamation, but he was so overcome by the view that he could only hang there staring in wonder.

The cavern below was immense, stretching so far into the distance in all directions that details became indistinct. It was lit by a tall column stretching from floor to ceiling not far away, filling the space with a soft golden glow.

As for the ground, it looked like garden stretching as far as the eye could see. Complete with walkways, pools and babbling brooks, and gazebos and pavilions. There were lots of shady groves, a few hedge mazes, and statuary and manicured hedge art all over the place. While the cavern's walls couldn't be seen, even the ceiling was festooned with verdant vines clinging to the rock, many laden with beautiful flowers of a dozen types.

“No fair!” Lily protested from the second to last ledge, where they were waiting for him to get off the rope so they could take turns descending. “I want to see!”

Dare scrambled back up to the last ledge and began hammering in pitons as his wife and lover descended, leaning over the edge to ooh and ahh. He hammered in six pitons to be safe, since they planned to all go on the same rope at the same time, and there were no ledges within reasonable distance below them to provide some sort of safety net. Then he tested them all carefully to be sure they were solid.

The pitons and rope should've been enough to easily hold two thousand pounds, but when it was the lives of the women he loved at stake he took no chances.

They'd need a better setup to get five hundred yards down to the floor, but he only planned to go down two hundred or so and see if he could spot any monsters. He hadn't seen any, but this definitely had the feel of a dungeon and there had to be some in a cavern this vast.

In fact, it wouldn't surprise him if this space was the entire dungeon. It was that immense.

“Ready?” Lily asked once their carabiners were attached to their ropes, perched over the edge ready to descend.

“Let's see what's down there,” Koru replied, equally excited; this would be her first dungeon, although she was equally excited about joining them clearing Gurzan's Last Hold.

Together they rappelled down their ropes, descending into the cavern. Dare kept a wary eye out for flying monsters or animal predators, but there was nothing. And as they reached the hundred yard mark on the rope he confirmed his initial assessment that there were no monsters on the ground below, either.

Or . . . were there? He caught a flash of movement in one of the shady groves and focused among the trees, and there they were.

Some sort of apes or large monkeys, furtively sticking to cover within the foliage. He couldn't get a good enough view to check their level, but he pointed them out to Lily and Koru.

With the knowledge there were enemies down there they all became more vigilant as they continued to descend. “There!” his bunny girl wife called a minute or so later. “In the water!”

Sure enough, there were flashes of fins and flippers in the water, disappearing beneath the surface. It was hard to tell how deep any of those rivers or ponds were, because the light from the column created a reflection of the surrounding greenery that was only disturbed by ominous ripples.

Koru spotted serpents slithering within the hedges not long after that, from the looks of it several feet long and thick around as his arm. Those he could get a good view of now that he'd spotted them, and he was able to use his Adventurer's Eye.

“Ambush Python. Monster, Party Rated. Level 57. Attacks: Debilitating Bite, Camouflage, Grapple, Crush, Strangle, Tail Lash, Hypnotic Glare, Venomous Spit, Hold, Nature Immunity, Flee.”

The other snakes ranged from Level 57 to 59.

That definitely put this dungeon outside the reach of his party at the moment, especially since entry level monsters tended to be weaker than those farther in. And judging by how long it would take for his party to reach at least Level 60, they wouldn't be ready to clear this place for somewhere in the area of three years. Maybe two and a half if they pushed, and went in under-leveled.

Judging by the stats and attacks on these Ambush Pythons, though, in spite of the fact that they were party rated, he didn't think he wanted to lead his companions into this place with any disadvantage.

Dare was disappointed, he wouldn't lie. He'd hoped for a dungeon they could jump right into and clear. But like with Gurzan's Last Hold when he first discovered it, he could at least look forward to tackling this incredible place in the future.

Besides, they were on the cusp of tackling the dungeon in the dwarven ruins anyway, so there was that to be excited about. And if dungeons in the true wilds were finally respawning there was a chance they'd find others that were within their reach.

“That powerful?” Lily asked, whistling. “We've got our work cut out for us getting ready for this place.”

“Another adventure to look forward to,” he said with a smile.

“This looks as if it should be a Level 60 dungeon,” Koru admitted. “It seems too grand for this world.”

Perhaps, although Dare wondered if places like this could be found somewhere within Molzog's Delvings. Unless he could befriend the dark elves he might never get a chance to find out.

Another adventure for the future.

He motioned upwards. “Come on, let's get out of here before some ranged or flying monster comes after us.” He doubted that would happen, since dungeon entrances usually featured a safe staging area, but he wasn't willing to take that chance while hanging vulnerable from a rope.

And with dungeons this high level, who knew if the system remained as accommodating in their design?

They began the laborious climb a hundred yards up to the final staging ledge. As he'd feared, Lily struggled even when relying mostly on her legs, and Koru tired more quickly due to her size. Both of them needed to stop frequently to rest.

Dare would've helped them if he could, but there wasn't much he could do on the rope. And he was loath to leave them behind and climb faster so he could pull them up to the ledge, with the chance they might come under attack while he was gone.

Not to mention it would've been awkward to climb past them, since he was lowest on the rope.

At the ledge he did hold on tight and let Lily stand on his shoulders to get up and over the difficult spot, grateful he could do at least that much to help her. Once they were all on the ledge they rested for a few minutes before continuing the climb, although this time he went ahead and helped pull his wife and lover up to each subsequent ledge.

They were going to have to find a better system for this the next time they came down. Thankfully they had plenty of time to make plans.


Chapter Twelve

Tinker

The rest of the three days of hardcore experience grinding were uneventful.

Dare was satisfied with the experience they'd gained, and the chance to get out and have some adventures after the tedium of the Council of Lords. He was ready to dive back into his duties to Cordery Province and give the rest of the family the attention they deserved, making sure mornings and evenings were reserved solely for his wives, consorts, and children.

Although with Level 50 so close he could practically reach out and touch it, and the prospect of tackling Gurzan's Last Hold once he leveled, he insisted on devoting at least eight hours every day, or more commonly twelve hours every other day, to continued leveling with Lily and Koru.

The rest of his party were also pushing hard to level up to get ready for the dungeon. They were all prospering, but the prospect of loot from the ancient dwarven city to cover more major expenses had them all extra motivated; they wanted to build their own manors, and had business ventures that needed funding.

Best of all Buttercup was continuing to push hard to catch up to them, going out with her party to level from sunup to sundown every day, so she could go out and adventure with them. Dare couldn't wait to have her along, and not just for the incredible usefulness of her scrying; the chance to spend more time with his adorable, sweet mouse girl consort excited him.

He went down to visit Marona and little Darren, and organize a party for her and Belinda to begin leveling. They were excited to get started, and his noble lover was able to confirm over the day he spent with her that she could fulfill her duties to Terana while she gained experience from the party farming monsters nearby.

While he was there he asked Belinda if she knew anything about the black dragon he'd run into. To his disappointment she didn't. “My family has it that we're descended from the wise and venerable viridian dragon Althazon, who presides over a peaceful community on Horadis continent. Although it's been many generations since our ancestors came to Shalin.”

“Have you heard of any draconids claiming to be descendants of a black dragon?” he asked.

She shook her head. “I have little contact with my kind. Lady Marona freed me from slavery as a child after my parents passed away, and I've served her ever since.” She leaned forward eagerly. “I'd love to hear more of your encounter with this dragon, though. I never knew one lived so close to us here.”

Apparently no one did, since his attempts to find answers about the dragon from other sources hadn't turned up any results either. Although he respected the dragon's privacy enough to not spread it around that there was one hanging out up in the true wilds.

If all she wanted was to not be disturbed, he didn't want to bring trouble to her doorstep in the form of greedy adventurers after her gold. Like the “heroes” of Haraldar who'd attacked her.

Still, he thought he could trust Belinda, Marona, and Celise to be discreet, so he told them about the encounter and his conversation with Ireni about it.

During the visit to help Marona and Belinda begin leveling, he also had a few chances to duck into a tent for some fun with them and Celise.

Amusingly, they were continuing to get experience that entire time, and Marona actually leveled up while he was bottomed out in her. That actually triggered a powerful climax in his noble lover, and when she explained what was going on with gasping breaths he joined her orgasm, stroking her big pregnant belly as he erupted inside her.

Returning home after his visit south was bittersweet, but he looked forward to being able to spend more time with Marona and Belinda as he helped them level. In any case he didn't have much time to mope around missing them, since he was beyond busy with all his various duties.

So busy, in fact, that he leaned hard into the idea that a change was as good as a vacation, getting his rest from swapping tasks from physical efforts to cerebral work, to meetings and negotiations. Although he cherished the quiet moments with the women he loved and their children, which kept him from overworking.

In spite of the crushing workload on top of his determination to keep leveling, he still found time for side projects. Including visiting his inventors workshop. Although he could admit he had more motivation for that than just checking on everyone's progress.

Late in the afternoon six days after returning from his leveling trip with Lily and Koru, he found Ashley working at her crucible, busily mixing different types of ores in different quantities together, then cooking them for different times at different temperatures. All carefully recorded with the results documented over several attempts.

From her reports and previous conversations he knew she was working to find new alloys and different variations of existing ones, chiefly stronger steel. Which was a tedious, time consuming process, not to mention being incredibly costly in materials.

But a discovery could lead to all sorts of new possibilities.

In one way the crafting system was a marvel. It had a staggering number of patterns for everything that had ever been invented on Collisa, available to any crafter of appropriate class and level. And anything new that was invented went into the system and became available worldwide.

On the other hand, it tended to stifle innovation; half of new inventions came from trying to build the old thing and ending up with something different, which the ability system prevented by doing it automatically and to a set quality range. On top of that, why design a new and better plow when you could just go with the pattern in the system?

On Earth there were as many different types of, say, bowls, as there were people with imagination to create them. On Collisa there were maybe a few dozen commonly used ones, and some fancier variations.

So that's what the tinkers in this workshop were doing. Steering clear of the ability system and making things by hand, discovering all the inventions, improvements, and innovations that most other crafters didn't bother with.

Or often didn't even consider.

Sure, one of the biggest motivations for tinkering and inventing on Earth was that you could sell that innovation, earning back the cost and labor of developing it and making a profit. But since patterns automatically went into the crafting system, inventors didn't get any benefit from their work aside from their name being credited on the pattern. And of course the benefit of that thing now existing for their use.

Meanwhile all their competitors across the entire world got to enjoy the innovation for free. Yet another way the crafting system stifled creativity and inventiveness.

But the inventors here were doing it anyway. There were things Dare wanted to make, assuming the gods allowed it, that weren't possible right now, and he didn't much care if everyone else was able to make them too. In fact, he was pretty okay with it.

Someone on the other side of the world using it to improve their lives didn't cost him anything.

According to Master Raimo, the workshop's overseer, Ashley had proven meticulous and diligent in her progress. She hadn't yet had any breakthroughs, but it was only a matter of time.

And on a completely unrelated note, she looked absolutely adorable bent to her task, brow furrowed in concentration as she absently tucked a lock of curly brown hair behind her ear.

The mousy inventor geek was wearing the same standard issue coveralls as the other inventors, but even the smallest one was bulky on her slender frame. She apparently hadn't bothered to get it fit properly to her size, even though the service had been offered when they were issued.

Dare couldn't decide if the shapeless clothing made her more sexy than a perfect fit would, given how it played off her cute-but-didn't-realize-it absentminded tinker vibe. Especially considering the protective goggles she wore.

She could've been straight out of some game or anime about the genius mechanic, who you get introduced to when she wheels out from beneath the exotic vehicle or aircraft she's working on and raises her goggles to perch on her soot-smudged forehead.

He cleared his throat as he approached, so he wouldn't startle her in her delicate work. Although she started with surprise even so, nearly fumbling the heat resistant container she held with gloves and tongs.

“Oh! Good morning, my Lord,” she said, looking flustered as she hastily set the container aside on a fireproof stone counter.

Dare grinned. “It's late afternoon, Miss Ashley.”

“Oh.” Ashley looked startled again, then visibly blushed as she pushed her goggles up on her forehead and dabbed at her sooty cheeks with her sleeve, revealing a liberal dusting of freckles. “That explains why I feel so hungry. And thirsty. And I really need to p-” she cut off, blushing harder. “That is, I guess it's time for a break.”

“In that case why don't I take you to the Waystop to the Wilds for some dinner? I was just about to get some food myself.” Actually he'd been planning on heading home to eat with the family, but they wouldn't mind if he was a bit late.

And he wanted to talk to the inventor about her progress on her project, his suggestions based on his limited knowledge of metallurgy, and ultimately his dreams for the workshop.

Among other things.

Ashley's eyes widened with shock, and she tugged off her thick gloves and began absently playing with them, looking pleased but flustered. “A-are you asking me romantically, my Lord?” She looked anywhere but him and bit her lip, blushing harder. “I mean I've heard you like to romance lots of women and have casual couplings, but I guess I never thought you'd be interested in me.”

Dare gave her a warm smile. “I'm very interested in you, Miss Ashley. And not just for your brilliant mind.”

She squirmed in place, trying and failing not to beam in delight. “That's very kind of you to say, my Lord. But I'm just a jeweler's apprentice who thought what you were doing here was interesting.”

The mousy tinker abruptly became serious, habitually preoccupied gaze meeting his firmly. “Actually no, my lord, I'm not being fair to myself. When I heard why you wanted to create this place and do this work, to keep us moving forward when Collisa has been stagnant for so long, I knew I had to be part of it. Laketown is such an incredible place, so much more advanced and prosperous and just, well, better than the village I grew up in or the town where I had my apprenticeship.”

She clasped her hands in front of her, eyes shining. “And I think this workshop is going to be a huge part of that. I'm so excited that I get to be here to see it happen, and in some small way contribute to it.”

Dare couldn't help but smile at her passion, which again made her flustered. “Forgive me, my Lord,” she said. “I tend to just let my mouth run on sometimes. My mom always used to say it was because I detach it while I think about the great mysteries of the world. Although it was just teasing.”

“I think the mysteries we're working on are pretty great,” he said. He held out his arm, not minding her grimy, sooty coveralls. “Shall we?”

“Yes!” Ashley blurted, then looked a bit embarrassed. “But, um, could you give me a few minutes to, um, freshen up?”

Right, she'd said she'd been so occupied with her work that she'd ignored her bodily needs. “Of course, Miss Ashley,” he said with a bow. “If you don't mind I'd be interested to read through your notes as you do.”

“Oh yes, my Lord, please do! I'd be honored to hear what you think.” She danced uncomfortably in place for a moment, clearly torn between her desire to stay and continue the conversation and her need to go. “Please excuse me, I'll be right back.”

She practically dashed out of the room, and moments later he heard a door slam down the hallway where the privy was.

Dare began going through her notes, which were smudged with soot and even burned in a couple places. Her handwriting was small and crabbed, looking as if she wrote her notes in a rush of inspiration to get everything down, and it took a bit of squinting to read some of the words.

In spite of that her thoughts were clear and orderly, details carefully and thoroughly presented. Her notes showed a clarity often missing in her absentminded demeanor, and although the subject matter wasn't exactly a page turner he found himself engrossed.

He looked up as he heard the door open and Ashley scurried back in. “Thanks for waiting, my Lord.”

Dare couldn't help but be impressed; she might've been geeky and absentminded, but it looked as if she had the same skill most women did for making herself presentable in a hurry.

It didn't seem like she'd been gone too long, but somehow she'd found the time to clean her face and run a comb through her curly brown hair. As well as change into a soft pink cardigan and long white skirt, with a pink cloth overcoat over it.

The outfit looked so much like what he'd seen girls wear at the college in his hometown that he was momentarily taken aback.

Ashley noticed his scrutiny and blushed again. “They're very nice, aren't they?” she asked almost shyly, swishing her skirt. “Please thank Lady Lily and Lady Ireni for having them made for me. They fit a lot better than the coveralls.”

Ireni, of course. And they certainly fit well; the snug cardigan showed off her medium sized breasts and slim waist, and the skirt hugged her shapely hips before flaring out, ending a few inches above the knees to show a few inches of her slender thighs, covered by cute white woolen stockings.

“You look lovely,” he said, offering her his arm with a smile. “Shall we?”

A blush once again spread over her pale, freckled cheeks. “Yes, thank you,” she said, tentatively taking his arm; it was obvious she didn't have much experience being escorted by men.

They made their way out of the workshop and into the winter chill, Ashley shivering in spite of her warm clothing and unthinkingly pressing closer to his side. “So what do you think of my project so far?” she asked, obviously excited to hear his thoughts.

“I think you're on the right track,” he said. “Although I wonder if starting with the already known alloys and experimenting on new variations might yield better results.”

Her expression fell slightly. “I won't be finding any groundbreaking new discoveries anytime soon that way.”

“You might be surprised. But it's your project and you should pursue it however you think will have the best outcome.” Creativity required the freedom to go where the inspiration led, within reason. “But I'll write up a list of any alloys and compounds I can remember from my old home to see if it helps.”

“How are they not already in the ##### ######?” his inventor date asked, frowning.

Dare floundered for a second. “We were, ah, kept separate from it by the will of the gods.” Technically true.

She nibbled her lip. “I sometimes wonder if that would be better than the crafting lists.”

He nodded. “I've had some of the same thoughts. On one hand it makes it easier for people who haven't spent thousands or even tens of thousands of hours to make the necessary items they and their community needs.”

He smiled fondly. “But as Sir Ilin told me once, adversity makes us strong and the strong thrive. Removing the things that require us to strive and grow might not be doing us a service.”

“He's wise.” Ashley's freckled nose scrunched. “I guess the ######## ###### does free up time for other pursuits . . . happy as I am to be doing this project and exploring the possibilities, the progress has been much slower than I expected.”

“You'll get there,” Dare said, patting her arm. “And when you make your breakthrough, you'll know it's yours and yours alone because it'll be the first time it's appeared in the system. Throughout the entire age of the world, even.”

“That will be nice. But I'm more excited about how the work we're doing will lead to improvements for Laketown.”

He agreed with that wholeheartedly.

They stepped into the warmth of the Waystop, the noise and bustle of the crowded common room during the dinner hour inviting them in as they found a small table for two.

His presence drew a small stir, but he was a familiar enough face in his own inn that most didn't make too much of a fuss about it. Especially since he was with a date, which was definitely a common occurrence.

Their server, a pretty dog girl who bubbled with friendly enthusiasm, bounded over to take their order. Ashley left it to him to decide, so he went with two mugs of mulled wine, and for their meal steaks with buttered peas and mashed potatoes, and blueberry cheesecake for dessert.

“Are you sure, my Lord?” his date asked uncertainly, tucking a lock of curly hair behind her ear. “I usually just have some bread and cheese and maybe buffalo jerky . . . this seems so extravagant.”

Dare waved that aside. “You said you haven't eaten since breakfast, right? We need to get you a proper meal.” Then he paused, frowning. “You just eat that?” He knew the stipend he'd agreed on with Raimo included more than enough for food and housing.

“Mmm?” she said absently; to his amusement she'd produced a crude fountain pen and small book and was scribbling notes. She looked up, blinking owlishly. “Oh, I don't need much, my Lord. Mother can use the extra for herself and my little brother.”

In that case he'd have to take her to dinner more often, or have Zeliz send basket lunches over.

“Please, just call me Dare,” he said. “The formality feels a bit weird on a date.”

“All right.” Ashley smiled hesitantly. “I'll admit I'm not sure exactly how to act around nobility.”

He chuckled. “If I'm being honest, I'm still getting used to acting like nobility.”

“That's right, you came from nothing,” she said, looking a bit starstruck. “You've been a great inspiration to all of us, my Lo-Dare.”

The maid came with their drinks and Dare smiled at her. “Thank you, Jili.”

Her black-furred tail wagged. “Your food will be ready soon, my Lord. Let me know if you need anything.” She was normally flirty, and a few times they'd done far more than flirt, but she was always professional when he was on dates.

Ashley was back to scribbling in her notebook, absently moving her head to the lively tune the Bard in the corner was playing on his lute. “Have an epiphany?” he teased lightly.

“Mmm?” She looked up, seeming startled at the noise and bustle of the common room, as if she'd tuned it out. “Oh, I was considering measurements of flux for the next batch. I'm still trying to understand the purifying process.”

“You probably know more than I do,” Dare said with a laugh. “I guess for now we tinker and see the results, and the understanding will come with time and experience.”

Jili bounded over with plates loaded with food, laying them down in front of them. At which point Ashley set aside her notebook and pounced on her meal.

To his amusement, once she was eating she seemed ready to jump into a conversation. “I'm really interested to hear more about that stuff you told us at our first meeting, my L-Dare,” she said as she shoveled buttered peas into her mouth with an enthusiasm even Lily would envy; she really had been hungry. “How did you learn that objects would fall at the same speed without air? Where would you find a place like that?”

Dare pointed upwards. “Beyond the atmosphere is empty space, although at the moment we might as well dream of flapping our arms and flying as getting up there.”

“Then how do you know what it's like there?” his date asked, freckled nose scrunching adorably in puzzlement.

That was a good question, considering the answer was that back on Earth people had been there, and he couldn't exactly tell her that. “Atmospheric density measurements,” he said. “The higher up you go, the thinner the air is. We can speculate that eventually you'd go high enough that it would disappear entirely.”

She thoughtfully chewed a bite of steak. “Unless you reach an equilibrium point.” She shrugged one shoulder. “I haven't really thought about what it's like up there.” She frowned and toyed with her fork. “But even speculating that, what would lead you to think that in a place without air things fall at the same speed?”

Thankfully that was an easier and safer answer. “You can create sealed containers and remove the air from them with the help of a pump or an air Mage.” He'd done it before.

Ashley paused with a forkful of mashed potatoes lifted halfway to her mouth. “Who would think to do such a thing?” she marveled.

“Someone like you, I'd say,” Dare answered with a smile. “An inquisitive mind who wants to know how and why things work, thinks up ways to test her ideas, and does experiments over and over until she gets her answers.”

The mousy tinker deflated a bit. “Or who tosses random bits of ore into a crucible and sees what comes out. Which so far is nothing but dross.”

Dare reached out to rest his hand on hers. “That's what inventing is. 99 times getting nothing, or 999. But then finding something wonderful.”

She looked at his hand and blushed furiously, but didn't pull away. “I have an easier time with metal ores than people, my . . . Dare,” she said quietly. “There are things I want, as a woman I mean.” She nibbled her lip and stared at his hand. “With you. I just don't know what to do about it.”

She really was an absentminded science geek, and it was incredibly appealing.

He took her hand; it felt small in his, her skin a bit dry with calluses on her fingers and palm. The hand of someone who did practical experiments in a workshop, with little consideration for keeping her skin soft and smooth.

“Would you like me to take the lead, Ashley?” he asked.

The mousy tinker looked hugely relieved. “If you would, Dare.” She gently caressed his palm. “I've been daydreaming about you visiting me in the workshop, bending me over the nearest table, and taking me hard until we're both streaming sweat in the heat of the crucible. So if I'm ever unclear about what I want, feel free to be bold.”

Wow. She might've been socially awkward and absentminded, but she definitely wasn't shy about asking for what she wanted.

The conversation turned back to her project and the inventors workshop as they finished their meal and lingered over dessert. Dare got her address (numbered streets and houses was another innovation he'd brought to city planning) and had Jili prepare a basket of food to send home to Ashley's mother and brother.

His date seemed surprised at the gesture, and genuinely grateful, but didn't linger on it awkwardly or make any protests that it wasn't necessary. It wasn't so much that she knew how to graciously accept a gift as that she either missed the social cues or was preoccupied with their conversation, which again he found appealing.

They finally set back out into the cold, once again arm in arm. Night had fallen during their date and the streets were softly lit with glowstones, illuminating the freshly fallen snow as more drifted down around them. There were a few passersby still out and about, but most seemed intent on getting out of the cold.

It was late and most in the workshop would've gone home by now, but the geeky inventor insisted on returning to run a few more tests. She seemed fired up by their conversation and admitted she had a few ideas she wanted to try before going to bed.

Sure enough, the converted warehouse was dark and locked up, and Dare produced a glowstone from his pouch so she could see to unlock the door. Then she paused in the doorway. “Thank you for dinner, Dare, and for the wonderful conversation. I had a great time.” She fell silent, looking up at him with shining eyes and soft lips slightly parted.

She might've been absentminded and socially awkward, but she knew how to stand expectantly inviting a kiss. He took the cue and leaned in, lowering his lips towards-

Ashley grabbed his hand and pulled him into the building, slamming the door behind her. He was still blinking in surprise at this unexpected turn of events as she dropped to her knees in front of him, freckled face looking up at him a bit bashfully.

“I hope this isn't too sudden,” she said as she boldly reached for the ties to his pants. “I've been fantasizing about sucking your cock all evening.”

Well, that certainly beat a goodnight kiss.

She freed his manhood and took it in her small warm hands, gasping appreciatively as it stiffened to attention in her grip. “Wow, you really do have a huge cock. It's like twice as big as the few others I've seen.”

His geeky lover was fully focused on his shaft as she stroked it with both hands, leaning forward to softly kiss the tip, sending a thrill of pleasure through him. Her tongue flicked out, small and pink, to taste him, then she began licking up and down his length with delightful enthusiasm.

Dare made appreciative sounds and ran his fingers through her curly hair, brushing a soft freckled cheek with his thumb. She looked up at him, brown eyes eager, and opened her mouth wide to take him in, making a muffled sound of effort as her jaw stretched to accommodate his girth.

His tip popped into wet warmth, her tongue lovingly teasing his underside, and he closed his eyes in pure bliss as she worked to take more of him in.

It was pretty obvious that even if Ashley wasn't used to a cock his size, she had at least some experience. She didn't graze him with her teeth, she put her lips and tongue to good use and sucked enthusiastically, and her hands continued to firmly stroke his remaining length, lubricated by her saliva.

She also moaned in enjoyment the entire time, and he had a feeling it wasn't just to make the experience more pleasurable.

His awkward, geeky lover genuinely seemed to love sucking cock.

After adjusting to his size she began happily bobbing up and down on his shaft, curls bouncing around her face as she looked up at him with adoration shining in her big brown eyes. She might've been absentminded a lot of the time, but at the moment she was fully focused on what they were doing.

She didn't try to take him into her throat, and when he began thrusting his hips in time to her movements she grabbed them and held them still in a clear signal; she knew what she wanted, and this was her show.

So Dare relaxed and enjoyed the enthusiastic blowjob, looking down at her as she unabashedly enjoyed his cock.

He held out for several minutes, giving Ashley a chance to have her fun before he finally felt his balls begin to churn. “I'm coming,” he said, burying his fingers in her soft curls and tensing in anticipation.

She moaned eagerly, looking up at him in a silent plea to give it to her, and began sucking like her life depended on it.

He gasped and reflexively clutched her hair tighter. "Fuck, Ashley!" he panted in blissful approval.

A friend back on Earth had once joked that his girlfriend could suck a golf ball through a straw, but Dare wouldn't have been surprised if Ashley could actually do it. Her suction was so powerful it sent a surge through his entire body, as if she was trying to yank the seed from his balls and down her eager throat.

That was more than enough to finish him off, and he threw back his head and arched his back as he erupted into her mouth in an intense rush of pleasure.

His geeky lover seemed surprised at the sheer volume as pulse after pulse of his seed filled her. She gagged slightly and went from sucking to desperately swallowing, some leaking around the corners of her mouth to trickle down her chin onto her pink cardigan.

He started to pull out, afraid it was too much for her, and she fiercely grabbed his ass to hold him in place and kept right on swallowing as he rode the wave of his orgasm.

Finally his cock gave a last twitch, and she sucked to get the final dribble and licked around his tip to make sure she'd gotten it all. Then she gave a satisfied sigh and actually flopped backwards to sprawl on the hardwood floor of the workshop.

“That was . . . wow,” the geeky inventor said breathlessly. “Your cock is my new favorite toy. I can't wait to feel it inside me.”

Dare had begun to soften in the cold, but at that he felt himself quickly stiffen back to full attention. When she saw it she beamed and scrambled to peel off her cute college student outfit, revealing sexy white undershorts and a white bra.

Then she paused, looking up at him owlishly. "In, um, your objective opinion, do you find my appearance satisfactory?"

She was trying to hide her shyness behind a scientific persona, and it was absolutely adorable.

"I find it incredible," he said, and he meant it; her bulky coveralls and even her cute outfit had hidden a bombshell figure, slender but curvy in all the right places.

Beaming, Ashley unsnapped her bra to reveal gorgeous perky breasts with small pink nipples, already diamond hard. They looked like a perfect handful and Dare couldn't wait to explore them thoroughly.

Then, biting her lip, she slipped her thumbs through the waistband of her painted on shorts and slowly lowered them, exposing a thick, curly bush of silky soft brown hair and then her tantalizing pussy, flushed dark pink and glistening with arousal between her slender thighs.

She left the undergarment hanging off one foot in her haste to spread her legs, her labia pouting open like a flower to reveal her pink interior swimming with her nectar as she looked up at him expectantly.
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Dare hastily threw off his own clothes and climbed on top of his geeky lover, kissing her fiercely as he lined up to her entrance. Her soft lips held the lingering taste of wine with a hint of blackberries, and he breathed in the scents of clean sweat, the forge she'd been operating, a hint of feminine BO from a long day of hot work, and the heady scent that was uniquely her. All of it steadily overwhelmed by the floral musk of her arousal.

His tip kissed Ashley's silky labia, instantly soaked, and she tensed for a moment and whimpered as his girth spread her open. But then she relaxed and he eased inside, the pleasure of her tight walls pulling a groan from him.

When his tip finally pressed against her core her hungry lips strayed from his and kissed along his jaw to his ear. "Set a variable pace to collect sample data," she instructed eagerly. "I'm ready to fully experiment and optimize our results to maximize our pleasure."

Gods, her nerdy talk was ridiculously sexy.

Dare withdrew and plunged back in, hard enough she slid slightly along the smooth hardwood floor, and she moaned and wrapped her arms and legs around him.

He started with a slow tempo and gradually sped up, also trying other techniques like moving his hips in a circle as they embarked on their sexy science project. Ashley was delightfully vocal in her feedback, and within only a few minutes she'd settled on what she considered a "satisfactory model for this session".

In other words fucking her fast and deep while alternating pinching and rolling both her nipples.

With her frantic encouragement Dare went with the hard pace she'd optimized, tireless in seeking the desired results maximizing their pleasure, and within a minute she went absolutely nuts.

Her hips rolled to meet his thrusts, in her eagerness struggling to match his timing but not seeming to care. He did his best to adjust as she went wild, savoring the feel of her soft body and tight pussy.

The workshop was still almost uncomfortably hot from the furnace, and within minutes they were both drenched in sweat from their frantic coupling, their slick bodies slipping against each other with lewd squelching noises and the clap of flesh on flesh.

He buried his face in his geeky lover's curly brown hair while she panted against his neck, muffling her passionate cries every time he thrust into her. Her whole body clenched tight as he withdrew, trying to keep him inside her, and eagerly welcomed him as he plunged in again.

Dare knew the moment her milder orgasms finally built up to a towering climax. She shrieked like a teakettle and went limp beneath him, velvet walls clamping around his girth as arousal flooded their joined crotches.

He gasped in a mixture of relief and overwhelming pleasure; even for him it was tiring holding a pace like this for so long, especially when he'd been heroically holding off his own orgasm until she joined him.

So he was beyond eager to plunge in until his tip mashed Ashley's cervix and ride the surging tide.

His vision swam as he pumped his seed directly into her welcoming womb, pleasure rushing through him as her rippling walls eagerly milked him. He released spurt after spurt for a blissful eternity, and by the time his cock gave a last twitch he was certain his balls were empty.

Exhausted and sated, he rolled off her onto his back on the hardwood floor, panting as stars flashed across his vision.

"Experiment . . . wildly successful . . ." she gasped breathlessly, fumbling to find his hand and twine her fingers through his. "Looking forward to . . . exploring further . . . hypotheses."

"For . . . science!" Dare agreed with a giddy laugh, lifting her hand to kiss the back of it.

After only a minute his geeky lover flopped over and pressed her soft lips his cheek, lingering for a long moment, then pushed to her feet on legs that trembled like a newborn colt's. As she gathered up her clothes she gave him a brilliant smile.

“Thanks for the great time,” she murmured, an absentminded quality returning to her voice. “If you'll excuse me, I just had a burst of inspiration and want to explore it while the idea is fresh. Stop in again soon and we'll have some more fun.”

Dare's looked at her in a mixture of surprise and amusement. "The sex was that good, huh?"

She blinked owlishly, then giggled. "The post-orgasmic bliss brought an exciting burst of clarity, yes."

Absently blowing him a kiss, she turned and disappeared into the darkness of the workshop carrying her clothes, back to her crucible and her project. Her slender body glowed from their recent coupling, backlit by the reddish light of the forge, and she looked like the goddess of sexy tinkers.

While Dare hated to see her go so soon, he loved to watch her leave.

With a satisfied groan he hauled himself to his feet and began cleaning himself up before dressing. He'd definitely be visiting again when he could.

Once he was sure he was presentable he headed up to Phoenix Manor to spend some time with his family.

Of course Pella smelled Ashley on him the moment he walked through the door, and with squeals of delight his harem all gathered around to press him for details.

“If I'd known you'd be visiting her I would've come too,” Lily said after he described his date, looking disappointed. “She's absolutely adorable.”

“You know we try to make sure he and a new lover get to enjoy their first time alone together if that's what she wants,” Zuri said. “There'll be plenty of time to have fun with her if she's interested.”

His bunny girl wife grinned, ears twitching eagerly. “Oh, she is. And she likes her lovers to take the lead.”

Koru perked up at that; she loved to be either dominant or submissive in lovemaking, and seemed comfortable in either role.

Dare shook his head wryly. “Sorry I was out later than expected. Let me get properly cleaned up and changed, then we can play some games and put the children to bed.”

He'd had fun with Ashley, and looked forward to seeing her again, but now he cherished the prospect of a quiet night with his family.

And looked forward to the possibility that they might have a new member joining them sometime in the future.


Chapter Thirteen

Long Awaited

Two weeks later Dare stopped aging.

Well, for ten years at least, thanks to Forever Young gained by all classes at Level 50. It would either make you ten years younger, or if you were below the age of 28 would stop your aging for ten years.

Which meant that he would basically be a few months shy of 20, in the prime of his life in peak physical condition, for the next decade.

Not that he was complaining about ten extra years. He'd spent less than two for a net gain of eight, and not even close to all of that time had been occupied leveling.

Were there going to be other badass abilities like this in future levels?

Dare didn't feel anything from Forever Young, no noticeable change. He supposed that was the point, though; for the next ten years he wouldn't change, at least not due to age. He'd still develop in all the other normal ways; same as for those who became ten years younger, it only affected their age.

At least according to Hormot.

That wasn't the only ability he got at Level 50, which made sense given that it was a pretty significant level, marking the halfway point to the Level 100 cap. Or at least numerically; in reality you could reach 50 in a few years, while getting the remaining 50 levels could take centuries even at the pace he managed. Which made it even more impossible for most.

All part of the joy of time required for each level effectively doubling every five levels.

In truth, there was one good thing about that. It meant that it was easy for people to catch up to you, since in the time it took you to get higher levels they could get a bunch of lower levels. They'd already used that to their advantage with Lily and Koru and most of the other members of the party, and Marona and Buttercup and Belinda would be joining them eventually too.

As would all his wives and ideally his consorts as well; he was still convincing them to take the time, but for most it wasn't a matter of if they would but when. Those with young children to care for didn't want to spend a lot of time hanging around monster spawn points leeching experience.

Especially since they were young and, thanks to his Adventurer's Eye and optimized leveling techniques, they could get those levels fairly safely and easily at any time.

Although not perfectly safely; over the past six or so months while leveling up in Cordery, a few people had been disfigured or maimed beyond the ability of healers to fix, and one person had died. But those had all been due to clearly recognizable mistakes made by those poor people and their party members, not any flaw in Dare's system. Mistakes which everyone else learned from.

Still, it was a sobering reminder to all of them of the danger of monster hunting, even armed with knowledge and good gear. They couldn't become complacent or lower their guard out in the wilds.

Although on the plus side, the other ability gained by all classes at Level 50 would help other people face the dangers of adventuring when they couldn't be around him and benefit from his Adventurer's Eye.

It was called Strength Sense, and gave you a sense for the monsters and animals around you, becoming more confident if they were weaker than you and more nervous if they were stronger. It wasn't specific enough to be used as an accurate level meter, but it helped.

Sia still wouldn't tell him what criteria unlocked Adventurer's Eye for people above Level 50. For all he knew it could even be random, given out incredibly rarely to adventurers. But short of everyone having that powerful ability, Strength Sense made a humble but useful substitute.

Finally, there was the only class specific ability Dare got at 50, which was thanks to Student of the Wild. The choice he got every five levels.

Because of the potential climbing required for the new dungeon they'd found he'd been tempted to get Squirrel's Claws, increasing his climbing speed by 10%. But it had been overshadowed by an ability he'd unlocked by killing a velociraptor.

These were the more scientifically accurate version of the dinosaurs, not the ones he'd seen in movies, which meant they were a lot smaller. But that only meant they were impossibly fast, hard to hit, and incredibly vicious. Also, like Utahraptors they ran in packs.

Dare's party all hated the little bastards. They only had Lily's sensitive hearing and Smoke's all around keen senses to thank for avoiding nasty ambushes from the things.

On the plus side, though, killing them had unlocked the ability Raptor's Velocity: Increase movement speed on foot (climbing and swimming not included) by 10%. Proportionally improve agility in movement to compensate.

It. Was. Fucking. Awesome.

At this point everyone who knew Dare joked about how he went nuts at anything that increased his speed. They'd all had a good laugh about how when he'd heard a rumor that there was a high level Cooking dish that gave a speed boost, he'd immediately slotted a Cook into one of the leveling parties. And even though she was now Nirim Manor's Head Chef, busily preparing gourmet meals for dozens of people, he made sure she still took the time to level so she could eventually make it for him and his party.

Although in spite of their amusement, none of them complained about the delicious food the woman made. Food which got better by the week.

Hell, he'd even forked out hundreds of gold for a pair of boots that gave a 2% movement speed boost, rather than the usual 1%. He jokingly called them his Seven Inch Boots, a nod to the famous footwear from folklore.

So needless to say, picking up another 10% Speed boost, and from a Student of the Wild ability no less, had him incredibly excited. He was now pushing a max speed of around 45 miles an hour, or even 50 with Estellis's buff; while he still couldn't beat Lily in a race, he could now give Smoke a run for his money.

Also it was just downright fun. Being able to run that fast, with the agility to keep on his feet, was an absolute blast.

The very next day after he leveled the party gathered together, fully geared and with the necessary consumables and reagents, to tackle Gurzan's Last Hold. They were all in their high 40s aside from Koru, but she was at least high enough level to get experience through the dungeon. Although aside from the occasional crowd control she'd be sitting out of fights with Estellis.

They brought their usual team of camp followers for this, with the expectation that this dungeon was going to be the largest one they'd ever run, given how many tunnels they'd found monsters for it, some going in completely opposite directions. It would likely take days and require multiple camps.

Dare also brought Lyan and, at their begging, Felicia as well. The two teens wanted to be part of the adventure, and it would be a good opportunity for them to get a firsthand look at a dungeon. Dare could describe the fights to them after the fact, or even describe the monsters and ask them how they'd go about defeating them, then discuss their tactics and compare them to how the fights had actually gone down.

Although it went without saying that the two would be staying with the camp followers.

Everyone's mood was high as they waited for Koru to cast the portal to the entry hall of the ancient dwarven city. They'd been looking forward to this for a year or more, and after months of farming monsters and managing their land they were all ready for a change of pace.

“Exploring the true wilds is great,” Bradis said, hefting his sword in his prosthetic hand, “but with portals and Buttercup scouting with scrying it sometimes feels a bit too clean. Not like a real adventure. Conquering this dungeon will be a welcome change.”

That seemed to be everyone's general opinion. They were all eager to delve into Gurzan's Last Hold and see what mysteries awaited them beneath the mountain.

“On top of the adventure of it I'm looking forward to the loot,” Horold said. “The gear has been slow and hard won these last several levels, and purchasing upgrades is ruinously expensive.”

That was certainly another factor. They'd all accepted that at higher levels finding crafters to make gear would become harder and harder. It was one of the reasons Dare was working to level up crafters for them.

But until that happened they had to scrounge for pieces of old heirloom gear in Harald City and region capitols, the rare drops from infrequent party and raid rated monsters they found in the true wilds, and the vanishingly rare drops from regular monsters. Which could be frustrating because it was often gear none of them could use, or for armor slots that they already had good gear for.

At these levels, dungeons were the best place to find gear. Which was why Dare was keeping such a sharp eye out for dungeons in the true wilds and why they'd all been so excited about the subterranean garden he, Lily, and Koru had found. And equally excited at the prospect of more respawning over time in Balor's former territory.

Gurzan's Last Hold seemed like a huge, sprawling dungeon that might have half a dozen or more bosses, all ready to drop great loot. That could make a huge difference for the party.

The celebratory mood had spread to the city and much of the province. The party's family and friends had gathered to see them off, a crowd of smiling people cheering and calling well-wishes, children jumping up and down and waving streamers.

Dare's family was at the front of the crowd to give him, Lily, and Koru a proper sendoff, the women cheering and blowing kisses and the babies laughing and clapping at all the excitement. Although some got overstimulated and began to cry; Linia had already carried Melinia inside to the nursery.

Koru finished the portal, and with the excited crowd giving a final hurrah at his back Dare led the way through, the noise cutting off abruptly as he found himself in the dark, echoing emptiness of Gurzan's Last Hold's entry hall.

Even though Gador's Workings had abandoned their mountain hall, he was almost surprised to not find any dwarves from the place in the entry cavern, and no sign of further intrusions from his last visit. Although either way, with the deal set with Korogan's Vaults he'd be well and truly done with Gurzan's Last Hold once they completed the dungeon.

Aside from the occasional visit for official functions or trade, Dare supposed.

“Set up base camp at the first column and get ready to go up,” he told his party as he grabbed a loaded pack he'd had one of Ireni's clerks prepare; it didn't carry adventuring gear. “I'll be back soon. Smoke, Guard.”

His raptor companion screeched in acknowledgement and began patrolling around the base camp.

Lily grinned. “Going to visit Alina?”

“I'll see if she's there, at least.” He patted the pack. “I really want to get a good trade relationship going with the dark elves.”

“Have fun,” she said, surprising him; he'd expected her to ask to come along. But then he remembered that his wives and consorts usually tried to let him have time alone with a new lover.

Dare thought it was optimistic that he'd be getting lucky with the dark elf Spellflinger. Although a man could dream.

Hefting his pack, he made his way to the tunnel leading towards the nearest entrance to Molzog's Delvings. The single spawn point of giant ants blocking his path was barely a speed bump now, and he left the loot behind as he passed.

He'd have the camp followers come gather it up when he returned.

Although he was well aware that it was highly unlikely he'd find Alina waiting in the cavern he'd first met her in. He'd likely need to leave a message to let her know he'd be in Gurzan's Last Hold for the next few days, and an invitation to enter the ancient dwarven hall and visit him.

Sure enough, there was no sign of the willowy dark elf in the cavern. He didn't want to intrude too far into dark elf territory, but he weighed the need to alert her that he'd sold Gurzan's Last Hold to the dwarves of Korogan's Vaults and they'd soon be coming to settle it.

The nations would have to negotiate borders, and most likely the dark elves would have to concede territory; they were too close to the dwarven hall if they were claiming these tunnels.

So he kept going through the cavern and wound his way through a few more tunnels, clearing a spawn point of Level 36 monsters that looked like upright giant lobsters. Or, he realized with revulsion, some sort of cockroach.

Only a few dozen yards beyond that he found a vast chasm stretching into the distance, far beyond the range of his torch. From the hollow echoes he guessed it was incredibly deep.

Well, if Alina was anywhere around this was the place to signal her. Hoping he wasn't about to spark an incident that sent dark elves boiling to the surface in wrath, he raised his hand and Snapped. Then he waited about five seconds and Snapped again. Then again, and again.

His mana pool wasn't bottomless, and he didn't want to waste too much of it since he'd need mana for Burst Arrows while they were in the dungeon. In any case the torch provided enough of a signal, so after a minute he abandoned using Snaps and simply waved the torch, making it flare brighter.

After five minutes he saw lurid flames spring to life down the chasm to his right, on the same side of it he was on. Then a familiar voice echoed hauntingly to him. “Stay there, I'll come to you.”

Relieved and happy he'd found Alina, Dare retreated a bit down the tunnel so his torch wasn't giving away his location to any unfriendly eyes in the chasm. Then he settled back and waited for her.

It didn't take long before she trotted into view of his torchlight, and he took a moment to appreciate her achingly beautiful face and tall, willowy body in tight-fitting red caster robes. Her charcoal gray skin was hard to pick out from the rock behind her even when moving, although her inky black hair that seemed to suck in the light created a visible dark patch. Conversely, her dark red eyes almost seemed to gleam in the darkness, lovely and enchanting.

Some sort of infrared vision or other means of seeing in the dark? Dark elves were reclusive enough that much about them was only guessed.

Although Leilanna, who shared kinship with them as a dusk elf, insisted all surface elves had excellent night vision, but nothing like the heat vision he described. She couldn't speak for her subterranean kin, though.

For once Alina didn't immediately start casting an offensive spell at the sight of him. Instead her delicate face lit up in a genuine smile. A much more pleasant greeting.

“We meet again at last, human,” she said.

Dare returned her smile and moved to join her. “I've checked in when I could, but it's been a busy few months.”

“So I see.” Alina's eyes glazed in the familiar expression of someone checking a person's information screen. “You're several levels higher, by some impossibility. And you've added an achievement. Hero of Bastion.”

Right. Dare had finally found the final raid rated monster in Bastion to finish that achievement a few months ago. It had been nine levels lower than him and hadn't offered much in the way of experience or useful gear for him or his party.

But on the plus side half his rangers and guards had been able to participate in the kill, and the gear would be useful for them when they got a bit higher level. It had also netted them a tidy sum of gold.

“I see you've gotten a level too,” he said; she was 40 now. “Congratulations.”

“Thank you. I believe we've established that our lives have been busy since our last meeting. Life offers many distractions, yet now we meet. Let's get down to business.” The beautiful dark elf produced two small, padded stools from thin air, some sort of pocket dimension item he guessed, and motioned for him to join her. “Come, we will share spectral mushroom wine and discuss trade.” She produced a table, then a bottle and two glasses.

Dare settled onto the offered stool as she popped the cork and began to pour. “First things first,” he said, “I need to alert you and your people that I've sold Gurzan's Last Hold to a dwarvish mountain hall. You should be prepared for dwarvish settlers.”

She tensed slightly. “The ones who attacked your people when they took refuge here?”

He snorted bitterly. “Absolutely not. Their enemies, a mountain hall called Korogan's Vaults located not far from Cordery Province in the true wilds. I've found them to be reasonable and honorable thus far. I'd be happy to make introductions and arbitrate any negotiations.”

Alina pursed her luscious lips. “Only a few in my city travel this far, and even then we mostly stay on the far side of this chasm. You may tell your dwarvish friends that our territory begins there, and anything on this side is theirs to claim.”

Dare inclined his head, relieved they were that willing to cede territory. It didn't fit with what he'd heard of dark elves boiling in a wrath over anyone who encroached on their domain.

Maybe they were reasonable enough to realize that they couldn't justify claiming territory right outside a dwarvish mountain hall without trouble, and for land they didn't even really use or care about it wasn't worth it.

“I will. And the offer remains open for arbitration if necessary.”

“Appreciated, but I fail to see how it's your business now that you've sold the territory.” Alina crossed her legs and clasped her hands on her knee. “Your business is trade, so the only pertinent question is whether you'll be able to continue to trade once these dwarves of Korogan's Vaults move in.”

“I will,” Dare assured her. “Free movement through Gurzan's Last Hold into Molzog's Delvings beyond is part of the agreement. And even if they were to renege on their agreement, if necessary I can bypass them entirely and open a portal beyond dwarvish territory.”

Her plump lips curled upward in a slight smile. “Good. Then let's discuss trade.”

“Sounds good.” He hefted his pack. “I have many trade items from the surface you might find desirable, but until we could establish contact again and discuss specifics, I went with what seemed like the more valuable and sought after ones. This pack is filled with a few dozen different spices from the surface.”

Alina's dark red eyes sharpened with interest. “Spices are always good,” she approved. “And doubtless most of them we cannot get beneath the earth. Let us see.”

Dare began removing bags of whole and ground herbs, seeds, berries, and other spices. Although first he offered her a packet containing small samples of all of them for her to feel, smell, and taste. They were all labeled in Elvish, with a brief description of where they came from and how they could be used.

“Are any of these narcotic or hallucinogenic?” she asked, cautiously dropping a pinch of cinnamon on her tongue.

He shook his head. “I do have access to medicinal herbs, and Alchemists and Apothecaries who can-”

The dark elf shook her head. “I was merely curious about recreational substances from the surface. They would sell well.” She grimaced. “Although they wouldn't be my first choice for trade goods . . . too much trouble.”

“Nor mine,” Dare said firmly. “I don't deal in those. Although I do have a brewery, meadery, and a distillery.”

“Alcohol always sells,” she said in approval. “All the more for being exotic surface wares. Do you have samples of those?”

“Back in our base camp, part of our supplies.” He motioned down the tunnel. “Care to take a tour of Gurzan's Last Hold's entry hall?”

Alina gave him a thoughtful look as she absently tasted another pinch of cinnamon. “Actually, if you're going to take me somewhere I'm more in the mood to see the surface. Among other things.” Her eyes roved up and down his body, and when she licked her plump lips he got the feeling it wasn't to catch any of the spice that had dusted them.

Dare perked up, realizing this conversation was going a different direction. “I'd be happy to set aside trade talk if you want to go for a walk,” he said with a smile.

“Actually, I'm more in the mood to be carried.” At his raised eyebrow she gave him a slow, lazy smile and ran her hands down her form-fitting robes to draw attention to her curves, her voice becoming sultry. “It's a common belief among my people that surface dwellers, especially humans, are brutish, uncultured barbarians. I do you the courtesy of assuming that's not the case with you.”

“Very kind of you,” Dare said wryly, admiring her feminine charms.

The slender dark elf waved that aside impatiently. “You do not understand. Many of the amorous readings favored by dark elf women of culture involve a heroine shamelessly venturing to the surface. Then as she's dazzled and helpless in the blinding sunlight she's caught at the mercy of a brutish human and ravished, as she'd secretly hoped would happen. It is a popular fantasy, one I've indulged in.”

Wow. So that's what got her off, huh? He couldn't help but grin. “So you want me to play the brutish barbarian?”

Her breaths quickened and she reflexively squeezed her thighs together, squirming on her stool. “Yes,” she hissed. “Please tell me you have Prevent Conception.”

Dare chuckled and withdrew a scroll from his belt pouch. “Of course.”

“Praise the deep beings.” Alina snatched it from him and eagerly cast it, parting her robes to bare her taut tummy so she could press glowing hands to her womb.

Then, to his shock, she fully yanked open the front of her robes, leaving them hanging around her elbows to expose her soft shoulders, modest breasts, and taut tummy, charcoal gray skin soft and inviting in the torchlight.

“Take me!” the beautiful dark elf panted. Her chest heaved with unabashed lust, eraser sized black nipples pointing proudly. “Like some bunny girl game. Drag me to the surface and defile me.”

Holy shit. This had just gone from sexy to scorching hot.

Dare's cock stiffened to eager attention as he stared at the lusty woman, wantonly half bared and eager to fulfill her fantasies. “What will your safe word be?” he asked.

Alina grinned wickedly. “I submit,” she purred.

Hot damn, this was going to be wild.

She dumped the untouched contents of the wine glasses and made them and the bottle disappear, then the table and stools. Then she sprawled back on the stone and bit her plump lip. “Let the game begin, human,” she purred, voice low and husky.

Grinning, he darted forward and snatched her up, tossing her over his shoulder as she squealed and began to thrash, her bare skin rubbing delightfully against his neck as he gripped her thighs above the knees. Her tall, slender body was a light burden, and he had no trouble “subduing” her as he strode up the tunnel.

“Unhand me, you brute!” the beautiful woman cried, small fists flailing at his back. “How dare you lay your hands on a chaste dark elf maiden? You're naught but a lout and a fiend!”

So that's how she wanted to play, huh? He let himself be the barbarian and gave her ass a sharp smack. “Quiet, you. We'll see how bold you are in the light of day, laid bare without any shadows to skulk in.”

“I know what your sort does!” she spat, squirming futilely (but carefully avoiding falling off his shoulder or throwing off his balance). “You mean to shove your filthy barbarian cock in all my tender holes, and cover my pure body with your foul seed! You'll leave me ruined for any decent man!”

Dare had to admit that her dirty talk was turning him on. He smacked her ass again. “Not good at listening, eh? Keep this up and I'll take you over my knee and spank you until your tight little ass is bright red.”

Alina whimpered, trying to sound fearful but clearly liking that idea. Although her struggles calmed slightly. “Purple!” she hissed conspiratorially.

He hesitated, wondering if that was some sort of code. “What?”

“My ass turns purple when you spank it, not red.”

Dare enjoyed imagining why she'd know that just as much as the mental images it conjured.

To his chagrin, although he tried to be unobtrusive carrying the his new lover on their way through the vast entry cavern to the entrance, within ten steps they drew the attention of the entire party and all the camp followers in the base camp.

He wondered if he should be more embarrassed about being caught carrying a kicking, screaming dark elf woman with apparently torn clothes over one shoulder, or the fact that none of his companions so much as batted an eye at it.

Although his embarrassment paled in comparison to Alina's when she realized they weren't alone. She froze at the sight of the others, hastily pulling her open robes tighter around her shoulders even though she wasn't showing anything at the moment, and pressed against him as if wishing they could both sink through the floor.

“Oh. Um, hi,” she said with an awkward smile. “This has a reasonable explanation.”

“Seems perfectly reasonable to me,” Bradis said with a grin. There was some general laughter from the camp followers and Estellis, Lily, and Veressa giggled, while Koru snorted in amusement. “Guessing you're going to need some privacy outside?”

The dark elf on Dare's shoulder raised an eyebrow at him. “Your companions are used to this sort of thing from you?”

“Oh believe me, ma'am, this isn't anywhere close to the most outrageous thing we've seen from him,” Jurrin said, expression weary.

Dare did his best to act nonchalant as he kept going, addressing a couple of the camp followers. “There's some monster loot and a pack of spices in the tunnels. I've marked the path to them, if you could please fetch them.” He quickened his pace, eager to escape the awkwardness.

“Have fun!” Lily said, waving. “Once you're done can I play with you guys too?”

“Perhaps . . . next time,” Alina said carefully. Then she remained still, bemused, waiting to speak again until Dare carried her out of sight of the others. “This is somewhat immersion breaking.”

“Sorry.” To try to get her back in the mood he smacked her ass again. “That's enough mewling out of you, wench. You'll only be using your mouth for one thing until I'm through with you.”

She relaxed back into the game and began struggling and calling him fiend and brute again. Although as they neared the entrance she began to shiver as the temperature dropped, craning her neck to look ahead with a confused frown on her face.

Dare had long since cleared and repaired the tunnel collapse the dwarves of Gador's Workings had done, but it left the entry chamber open to the frigid air of a mountain winter. Which, he was chagrined to admit, he hadn't considered when his dark elf lover suggested he take her outside.

“Oh,” she murmured, shifting on his shoulder to get a better look at the snowy slopes, enchanting dark red eyes narrowed somewhat painfully against the brightness. “This is that thing of the surface, isn't it? Where it periodically gets hotter and colder, and sometimes frozen water falls from the sky?”

“Right,” he explained. “It's winter right now.”

“Fuck.” Alina shivered harder. “The underground usually stays a constant temperature, aside from growing warmer near magma and steam vents, and colder in some special places by Molzog's will.” She huddled against him for warmth. “This won't do . . . I can't bear this cold.”

Yeah, getting frisky in below freezing temperatures had been a nonstarter from the first, if he'd considered it. He'd done it a few times with Lily and Koru in their adventuring, but they'd done their best to keep their cold weather clothing on and only expose the necessary bits.

At least until he could bury his necessary bits in the warmth of his lover's.

But Alina understandably wasn't dressed for it. “So, ah, I guess we head back to where we first met and use our imaginations?”

She sighed. “I suppose so. I can look forward to doing this properly once it warms up. How many weeks does that take?”

Dare grimaced. “Two or so months, before it regularly gets warm enough during the day to match the usual temperature of the underground.”

“Day is when the sun is out,” she said, as if proud to know that. “That's a ways off, but I suppose there's no help for it.” She stroked his chest. “All right, back to where we first met. You can pretend you were so overwhelmed with desire that you couldn't wait to get me to the surface.”

“Shouldn't take much acting,” he said with a grin, stroking her slender thigh. Then he hesitated, wincing. “Although now that I think of it, we're, um, going to have to go back past the others.”

“Son of a bitch,” she muttered, squirming to get off his shoulder. “Can I wear your cloak with the hood pulled all the way down over my face? I'll try to pretend I'm your prisoner until we're somewhere more private and you can manhandle me again without being a spectacle.”

“Sure.” Dare shrugged off his cloak and draped it over her, pulling the hood down low and tugging the ties to keep it like that. “Comfortable?”

“Mmm,” she said, shoulders slowly lifting as she took a huge breath. He stared at her, bemused, and she laughed as if guessing his perplexity. “Sorry, you smell as good as you look. What herbs and oils do you bathe with?”

He laughed ruefully. “You'd have to ask Lily . . . I just go with what my wives and consorts get.” It was a bit embarrassing how they pampered him, but he couldn't deny it felt nice. And they made sure he always looked his best, at his most handsome for them and properly noble for his people.

Their return through the main cavern generated more amusement. “The cold put a damper on things?” Veressa called, grinning hugely.

Dare simply waved them off as he frog marched Alina back to the tunnel. They encountered the camp followers returning with the loot and pack of spices, who looked surprised to see them but wordlessly moved aside and bowed. Although they were obviously trying to hide their amusement.

“No one comes into this tunnel until I return,” he ordered them as he passed, drawing salutes of assent.

Once he and his dark elf lover were alone again he tossed her back over his shoulder, cloak and all. Although she'd stopped struggling and seemed to be pouting. “Sorry,” he said again as he carried her into the cavern where they'd first met and planted his torch in a handy crack in the wall.

She sighed and squirmed off his shoulder, taking off his cloak and laying it down on the hard stone like a blanket. “It's okay, we can still salvage this.” Without a word she finished stripping off her clinging robes, leaving her in just a pair of dark red panties that looked incredibly soft and elegant.

Dare didn't fail to notice that they were literally dripping with her arousal.
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Alina smiled slightly as he admired her beautiful curves, charcoal gray skin soft and inviting in the torchlight. She withdrew one of the stools from her dimensional space and plopped it down, then stood with one dainty foot on it, cocking one hip out in an alluring pose.

“Okay,” she said with a naughty grin, “to get back into it I believe you mentioned spanking me? Bare assed. Hard.” She licked her plump lips and gave him a smoky look. “You can use me at your leisure after that, you filthy barbarian.”

Yeah, that should get them back in the mood.

Dare grabbed the beautiful dark elf off the stool and dropped onto it, then pulled her down across his lap. She shrieked and began to thrash as he pulled down her sopping panties, baring her hairless sex, flushed and dripping with her arousal.

Gods, she was hot.

He pinned her with one arm and began vigorously spanking her with the other, alternating between both cheeks and the backs of her thighs. As she'd promised, after a minute or so her silky soft skin was flushed a deep purple.

Alina loved every second of it, her squawks of protest sounding suspiciously like pleasure in spite of her best efforts. And judging by how she abruptly arched her back after another minute or so, urgently grinding her needy pussy against his knee, he was sure she got off like a firework from his ministrations.

Encouraged by her response, he reached between her legs and mauled her gorgeous pussy, finding her clit and teasing it mercilessly. She went nuts, bucking like a bronco with such force he nearly lost his hold on her. When he shoved a finger into her velvety tunnel, then another, she squealed and humped urgently against his hand, furnace hot walls clamping around the invading digits as she climaxed again, even harder.

The beautiful dark elf finally slid off his lap with a sexy little whimper, leaving a large damp patch of her arousal on his pant leg. With a soft mewl of satisfaction she plopped down on his cloak, rolled onto her back, and stared up at him with her enchanting dark red eyes, panting hard.

“Please,” she whispered, as if begging for mercy. Although from the way she desperately rubbed her thighs together, stimulating her prominent clit peeking out from between her flushed labia, it was clear what she was begging for.

Dare tore off his clothes and threw himself down atop Alina, growling like a barbarian as he pinned her arms above her head with one hand and shoved her thighs apart with his knees.

Although in spite of his eagerness and the nature of their game, he wasn't about to just slam his nine inch cock inside her. Given the way her eyes widened at his size and she gave another whimper, she was obviously thinking the same thing.

“Fuck me,” the beautiful dark elf panted, more an exclamation of shock than an invitation. “You really are fulfilling my fantasy, you huge-cocked barbarian.”

He grinned and teased her flushed folds with his tip, savoring her silky soft skin. The scent of her arousal was unfamiliar but compelling, sweet and musky, and it went straight to his head.

“You strayed too close to the surface, wench,” he growled as he positioned himself, then began gently pushing inside her, his girth stretching her wide open so her labia formed a tight, pale pink ring around his shaft.

Alina's eyelids rolled into the back of her head in pure bliss, eyelids fluttering, and she let out the most delicious guttural moan. “Yes! Use me for your pleasure. Sully my innocent body. Make me your defiled plaything, you horrible brute!”

Dare kept pushing deeper, gently but insistently, savoring her silky walls as they fluttered and caressed his invading length. She was unexpectedly tight and hot as a furnace, and her pussy felt better and better the deeper he sank into her.

After spending a few minutes spanking and fingering her while rock hard the entire time, he was fully revved up and instantly struggling to hold back his orgasm. The way he usually was while fucking Zuri or Marigold with their vise-tight little pussies.

He held off with iron will, finally bottoming out inside the beautiful dark elf's welcoming tunnel with a few inches still outside. He reached up to toy with her gorgeous breasts, rolling her long dark nipples in his fingers and pinching them playfully.

She whimpered and pressed her thighs against his, flopping weakly beneath him as he ducked his head to take a nipple in his mouth. Teasingly scraping his teeth over it while she squealed and squirmed, he slowly pulled out, then thrust in again a bit harder.

“Fuck, you brutish cur!” Alina panted, urgently moving her hips with him as he began plowing into her welcoming depths. “Taking your pleasure of a chaste maiden found defenseless in the tunnels! You barbarians are all alike!”

Dare released her nipple with a soft plop and gently grabbed her throat, staring down into her eyes. “You have a cruel mouth, wench,” he growled. “I told you there was only one thing you'd be needing it for.” He leaned down and fiercely claimed her plump lips, pushing his tongue into her mouth and finding hers.

She had a sweet but unfamiliar taste, and he savored her for a few moments. Then he abruptly yanked his cock out of her and crawled down her body; he wanted to taste her nether lips, too.

“W-what are you doing, you dastardly fiend?” his slender lover gasped, flopping beneath him and trying to close her thighs. “Keep your filthy mouth from my innocent flower!”

“Only after I've tasted your nectar, wench,” he said, pushing her legs apart and diving in.

Her arousal touched his lips like the sweetest wine, turning his head, and he lapped between her folds while she moaned and clamped her thighs around his head, still murmuring feeble protests. He could tell she was on the verge of another orgasm, so he moved up and began flicking his tongue over her throbbing bud. At the same time he pushed one finger, then two, into her needy sex and hooked his fingers up to stimulate her g-spot.

Alina again went nuts, bucking urgently against his tongue and fingers as she did her best to crush his head with her thighs. Her silken walls nibbled at his fingers, then with a piercing squeal that echoed through the cavern she squirted all over his face.

Dare climbed back up her body and mounted her again, kissing and sucking on her long, elegant neck as he pumped in and out of her vigorously. He paid attention to her cues and sped up until she was again bucking beneath him in another powerful climax, and eagerly rode it with her as he finally gave in and spilled his seed in her.

“Take it, wench,” he growled as he bottomed out against her core, spurting directly into her womb.

“No, don't soil my chaste flower with your brutish seed!” his dark elf lover squealed, while clamping her legs around him to prevent him from pulling out. He continued releasing powerfully into her depths for a few more seconds, then her legs released him and she practically shoved him away. “And please don't sully my pure body with your come!”

Okay then.

Dare pulled out and began painting her thighs, belly, and breasts. She moaned and squirmed beneath him, eyes glazed with delight. “So filthy,” she whimpered, frantically rubbing her clit then plunging her fingers into her oozing sex. “Filthy, filthy barbarian.”

He shot a final spurt and collapsed beside her on the cloak, panting. “Fuck,” he said.

“Fuck,” Alina agreed, sprawled limply beside him with her sex gaping obscenely to reveal her glistening pink depths, his seed pouring out to soak the cloak beneath her. “That was so fucking good,” she added, toying with her flushed labia. “I can feel your coarse sweat and brutish seed defiling my virtuous body.”

She abruptly rolled onto her side and propped her head up on her elbow, staring at him eagerly with glassy dark red eyes. “Don't stop, human! Take my ass with your filthy manhood, then shoot your pleasure over my skin to further pollute it.”

“Holy shit, you're kinky,” Dare said, cock throbbing urgently back to full stiffness.

The beautiful dark elf cackled. “What happens on the surface stays on the surface.” Then she rolled over and started to scramble away, injecting false fear into her voice. “Please, let me go!”

He caught her leg and pulled her back, raising her hips up and getting into position behind her as she scrabbled at his cloak and the ground with her fingers, as if frantic to escape. Although she calmed a bit as he pressed against her pucker; with his size he'd need to take it even slower with her ass than he had with her pussy.

“Yes,” she hissed as his cock lubricated with her arousal began to push into her sphincter. “Gods yes, rip me in two with that monster, you brute.”

In spite of Alina's encouragement Dare continued easing in, giving her time to adjust. Until finally his head slipped past her pucker, which snapped closed around his shaft as she let out a groan of relief. “Take it slow, barbarian,” she panted. “I've never had anything this big back there.”

He pushed deeper gradually, occasionally gathering her dripping arousal to coat his shaft and make sure he slid in easily. At the same time he rubbed her clit, helping relax her as he pushed in deeper, until finally he was balls deep in her warm bowels.

“Finally,” she said, beginning to rock against him. She was adjusting quicker than he'd expected to his girth, or maybe his wild lover was fine with a bit of discomfort. Either way her movements made it clear she was ready for him to start moving.

Although the slender dark elf began moving first, returning to the game of being the damsel caught by the barbarian. She began clawing at the ground to escape, starting to pull off his cock, and he caught her hips and firmly pulled her back, plunging balls deep into her again at the same time.

She squealed in clear delight and began trying to claw away again even more vigorously, pushing off with her legs as well. Which forced him to hold her tighter and put more strength into pulling her back, thus making him impale her again with even more force.

“Oh ancient ones, please!” she whimpered, sphincter clenching around him as she scrabbled even harder.

The sex became wild as Alina pulled off his cock and he pulled her back on and thrust at the same time, the pleasure of sinking deep into her bowels with increasing force making his back arch and toes clench. She was going nuts as well, practically hurling herself forwards and then backwards on his shaft as he pulled her in, her passionate cries ringing through the cavern.

“Take. Me. You. Filthy. Barbarian!” she panted, kneading the cloth of his cloak with both fists in a white-knuckled grip. “Lord of the Deeps, you're stretching me so good. I'm going to be gloriously sore for days.” She bucked back against him. “Take me!”

Dare leaned forward and wrapped his arms around her chest, lifting her so that she was clawing the air trying to reach the ground. She squealed and thrashed in his arms, and he pulled her incredible body tight against him and began hunching up into her in short, urgent thrusts. His head swam as he felt his orgasm roaring over him.

The beautiful dark elf abruptly went limp in his arms with a drawn out whimper, body quivering as her asshole clenched around him in yet another climax. That pushed Dare over the edge too, and he plunged deep one last time and began emptying his balls into her warm bowels.

After a few spurts he pulled out and began painting her slender ass and back, while she quivered in delight. “Yessss,” she moaned. “Sully my innocent body. Pollute me inside and out.”

With a final grunt he shot his last spurt across the backs of her thighs and collapsed onto the cloak. She made a show of trying to scramble away and he hooked an arm around her waist and pulled her close, nuzzling her light-swallowing black hair and inhaling her unfamiliar but alluring scent.

For a few minutes they both lay limp in post-orgasmic bliss. Then his wild lover began squirming in his embrace again. “Now my mouth,” she panted, thrashing weak as a kitten on the soiled cloak. “Finish defiling my holes, you foul barbarian!”

Dare froze, shocked; she wanted to go ass to mouth?

Fumbling to recover, he reached for the Cleanse Target scroll he kept in his belt pouch. “Once I've cleaned my cock, wench.”

Alina's hand shot out and caught his wrist with surprising force, dark red eyes glowing faintly as she stared back at him. “Did I stutter?” she growled.

Okay, looked as if she was going from helpless damsel to topping from the bottom.

Well, give the lady what she wanted. He shrugged, giving in, and grinned. “Fine. I've been wanting to shut you up with my cock, princess.”

He rose to his knees, grabbed his dark elf lover, and gently but firmly lifted her around, guiding her head towards his cock as it slowly stirred to stiffness after coming twice in quick succession.

She stared at it with big eyes, licking her plump lips. “Lord of the deeps, this is so wanton,” she murmured, then opened wide and dove onto his cock with a muffled moan of pleasure, one hand slipping between her legs to furiously stroke herself. Her lips sealed around his shaft and she began to work his tip with her tongue.

She was clearly enjoying herself, so he stroked her silky hair and settled back to enjoy her attention.

Alina impressed him, managing to take him down her throat in spite of his size. She gagged furiously, enchanting deep red eyes streaming tears and drool and mucus flowing down her chin. But if anything she seemed to enjoy the challenge as she took him deeper and deeper, swallowing frantically.

Finally she managed to take him balls deep, watering eyes shining triumphantly and grunting in satisfaction as her chin nudged his balls. Then she grabbed his hands holding her head and began tugging insistently.

Dare took the hint and began fucking his dark elf lover's throat, slowly and gently, pleasure surging through him each time her eagerly swallowing esophagus took him in and his balls rested on her drooling chin. He let her up for air, then she plunged back on and he began fucking her face more vigorously.

After a few minutes of bliss he tensed. He was about to warn her he was coming, then remembered the game they were playing and simply let loose down her throat, stroking her beautiful hair as he gave in to his pleasure.

She swallowed with an appreciative moan, squeezing his ass then smacking it hard. He took the cue and pulled out, shooting a few final jets across her eagerly upturned face, then slumped onto his back on the stone cavern floor as he stared up at the ceiling. “Fuuuuck.”

Alina was a wildcat in the sheets, plain and simple.

She seemed equally pleased as she sprawled back on the cloak. “I feel so dirty,” she moaned, trailing a finger through his come coating her cheek and lifting it to her mouth to lick clean with a small, pink tongue. Her face abruptly lit up, and her chest began heaving again as if she'd had a new idea. “Defile me with your other fluids, human.”

Dare blinked and sat up. “What?”

“Yes!” the beautiful dark elf blurted, eagerly scrambling up on her knees to sit primly on her feet, graceful thighs tightly closed and hands covering her chest and sex in a parody of modesty. “Spit on me, barbarian! Piss on me! Complete my humiliation!”

Holy shit, was this seriously happening?

He'd been peed on by lovers often enough, although he'd felt awkward about returning the favor. Aside from Daisy a few times and some wild nights with Lily. But if it would make Alina happy he'd do it.

Pushing to his feet, he looked down at her eagerly upturned face. Then with an inward shrug he worked his mouth and spat on her modest breasts.

She beamed in delight and rubbed it into her soft skin. “My face too,” she panted, closing her eyes like she was waiting for him to surprise her with a treat.

He spat again, hitting her lips and nose, and she giggled and licked it away with her small pink tongue as she squirmed excitedly. “Now soil me even further, barbarian! Shower me in your mighty stream!”

Okay, this was happening.

Dare didn't have to go too badly, and he'd just come so it took a moment to let loose. He aimed at the slender dark elf's chest, but she immediately moved her face into the stream, gurgling contentedly as some went between her parted lips.

Then she actually swallowed, seeming delighted at his shock as she boldly swallowed again. Then again.

His stream petered out, leaving her dripping and beaming with satisfaction on his sodden cloak. She was rubbing furiously between her legs again, panting in delight. Dare watched her appreciatively, wondering if they were done or she had something else planned.

Apparently she did.

Alina stared up at him, still in the throes of lust, and he got the uneasy sense he knew what was coming next. “Finish soiling me, you filthy barbarian,” she moaned, confirming his fears. She sprawled on his cloak, stretching out her arms and legs spread-eagled as if making herself a convenient target. “Squat over my chest and-”

“Nope!” Dare said hastily, waving his hands. “Nope, sorry, this is as far as I'm comfortable with. Um, I submit.”

She blinked, looking surprised and a bit disappointed. “Really?”

He chuckled ruefully and slumped down on the stony floor of the cavern, avoiding his soiled cloak; he was going to need to use Cleanse Target on it as well as them. “This has been hot as hell and I've had a blast, but that's too much.”

The beautiful dark elf pouted but nodded grudgingly. “Will you at least slap me and call me a wanton harlot?” At his expression she sighed. “Okay fine, fine, we're done.” Her plump lips curled in a wicked smile. “Maybe next time we'll go even farther.”

Yeah, no. He was up for a lot of kinky shit, but not literal kinky shit. Nope, no interest at all.

With a low laugh he took in their state, and his cloak. “Any water nearby? I've got Cleanse Target scrolls.”

“Oh beings of the deep yes,” Alina said gratefully, looking down at herself with a rueful giggle. “Believe it or not, for all my fantasies I've never actually let loose like this. Maybe that's why I got so carried away.” She licked her lips with an odd expression. “While we're at it, I don't suppose you've got a toothbrush and something to wash out my mouth?”

“Back at the base camp,” he said.

She waved that aside. “I'll worry about it when I get home.”

“Okay then, let's get cleaned up.” He pushed to his feet and offered her his hand. “Shall we?”

“Thank you, my Lord.” She accepted his help up then sobered, looking up at him hesitantly. “About all the stuff I said and did . . .”

“All part of the fun,” Dare said with firm reassurance. “Just like everything I said and did.” He paused, smiling. “What happens on the surface stays on the surface.”


Chapter Fourteen

Endless Tunnels

Alina led the way to a stream with a reasonably powerful current, so they had to hold the edge as they submerged themselves in the frigid water, Dare holding his cloak in one hand as she cast the Cleanse Target spell on them.

The spell was pretty much 100% effective, and they emerged dripping from the water cleaner than they'd been before their fun but very messy roleplay session.

He handed the beautiful dark elf his shirt, and as she used it to dry off he came up behind her and slipped his arms around her waist, pulling her back against him and kissing her neck.

She turned in his embrace and gave him a curious look. “Why the sudden pensiveness?” she asked lightly.

Dare smiled and caressed her back, savoring the softness of her charcoal gray skin. “I guess I was just wondering if this is going to be a one time thing.”

His dark elf lover snickered. “Once you piss on a girl you're hooked, huh?” she teased.

He felt his cheeks heat. “There's something I wanted to ask you, and it would mean a lot for me to know.”

Her lovely dark red eyes inspected him warily. “This had better not be a marriage proposal.”

“Gods no.” Dare laughed. “That would be pretty hasty, wouldn't it?” He sobered. “I love to travel and explore, Alina. Discover new things, meet new people, defeat exotic monsters and find the world's wonders.” He saw her expression become guarded and could already guess her answer, but he had to ask. “Is there any hope of me befriending your people and earning permission to travel in Molzog's Delvings?”

Alina sighed and slipped out of his arms, pulling clean clothes out of thin air and beginning to pull on a pair of silky red panties identical to the ones piled beneath her robes. “Our trust is not easily won, human. Nor is our friendship. And though we may unite in wrath to push back invaders and answer trespasses, we are not a monolithic people. We have our own kingdoms and loyalties, and our own internal struggles and strifes.”

He watched as she dressed, heart sinking. But he didn't press her.

After a while she sighed. “You could perhaps earn the trust of my own subterranean city, Dare. I might be willing to speak for you, and it would help if you became a familiar trade partner and provided plentiful goods from the surface at reasonable prices. With patience and effort you might at least earn leave to explore our territory of a few hundred cubic miles, including places so difficult or dangerous we ourselves have not fully explored them. Of which there are many in the Lord of the Deep's realm.”

Dare perked up at that. It was a start.

His dark elf lover laughed wryly. “Or I suppose you could simply keep leveling at the impossible rate you're managing. If you were twenty levels higher than our greatest warriors, and seemed inclined to be friendly, we might decide you're not worth the bother to evict.”

He gave her a crooked grin. “Or you might swarm me with thousands of warriors.”

She returned it. “Very likely . . . no one appreciates a stranger tromping around in their home.” She hesitated, biting her plump lip. “It would be nice to explore the deep places of Collisa with you, Dare. To see you wonder at sights I've long since grown accustomed to.”

“A possibility for the future, then.” Dare extended his hand.

Alina smiled and took it, grip firm. “In the meantime we can arrange regular times to trade and exchange goods, and I'll give thought to how to introduce you to my people so you can earn their trust.” Her enchanting deep red eyes danced. “And who knows, maybe we'll find time between business for you to drag me kicking and screaming to the surface to ravish me again and leave me soiled and sated.”

Oh hell yes.

“If your offer to visit your base camp in the dwarvish ruins remains good, I'll return in a few days with trade goods and precious metals to barter for your spices and alcohol.”

Dare bowed. “Of course. I look forward to seeing you again.”

“Until then.” She started to stride away then paused, lingering at the entrance to the tunnel leading to the chasm. “Thank you for fulfilling my fantasy, Dare. I know it wasn't exactly your shade of mushroom, and I appreciate you indulging me. It couldn't have been much more perfect . . . I'll be getting myself off thinking about it until we meet again, and no doubt so will all my girlfriends after I describe it to them.”

Damn, that was sexy.

The beautiful dark elf grinned, blew him a kiss, and disappeared down the tunnel. “Until then!” her voice echoed back to him.

Dare watched her go, wearing his own wide smile at the wild hour or so they'd just spent together. Finally he dressed, gathered his sodden cloak and adventuring gear, and made his way back to the base camp.

His party was waiting for him there, sharing a light meal in spite of the fact that it was barely midmorning. Refreshing the stat buffs from food, as it turned out; they must've figured he'd be getting done soon and were making final preparations.

He endured a bit of ribbing as he joined them, catching a cinnamon bun Lily threw to him that would give a boost to his agility.

“So did you have fun with the beautiful dark elf?” Koru asked with a grin.

“What sort of stuff did you do?” Lily asked, thumping her foot eagerly. Dare felt his cheeks heat, and at seeing it her eyes widened in delight. “Wow, what sort of stuff did you do?”

“In this case I'm going to opt for not kissing and telling,” he said.

That drew a stir of amusement from his friends. “Holy cow, you must've had a wild time,” Bradis said with a laugh.

Lily nodded. “I'll have to ask Alina next time we see her.” She brightened. “And maybe we can all play with her then!”

Dare hastily changed the subject to the dungeon. “Since this place seems to be so huge and sprawling we're going to have to thoroughly scout it out and map it to make sure we don't miss anything. Rather than pushing too deep, and possibly being cut off by patrolling monsters coming from behind, I think we should try to thoroughly clear every nook and cranny starting from the first pillar. If need be we'll backtrack even if a tunnel continues onward and clear in a different direction, expanding our cleared territory from the starting point rather than just wandering aimlessly.”

“This is going to be a hell of a dungeon,” Horold said, swallowing the last of his mana regen salad.

Dare finished his food, feeling the surge as his agility stat boosted. He sprang to his feet, dusting off his hands. “All right, everyone, final preparations.”

They all checked their gear, inspected each other for any issues, and then he did a last check.

Bradis, tank. Smoke, off tank.

Carilina, Jurrin, and Estellis, healers.

Jurrin, Horold, damage mitigation support.

Koru, Veressa, Smoke, crowd control.

Estellis, Jurrin, buffs.

Dare, Lily, Horold, Bradis, Smoke, Carilina, Veressa, damage dealers.

They all had everything they needed, although their gear was a potential issue. Leveling from low to mid 40s to high 40s, somewhere between 5 and 8 levels for most of them aside from Koru, their weapons and armor had suffered. Most of it was either painfully low level or low quality.

Hopefully this dungeon would help with that. But either way, they were as prepared as they could be. Short of prowling every market in Haraldar looking for heirloom gear, farming ludicrous numbers of regular monsters for extremely rare drops, searching for the odd rare world drop chest, finding other dungeons, or scouring the true wilds for world spawn party or raid rated monsters.

That, or wait for the crafters Dare was leveling up to get high enough to make gear for them. Thankfully Lily could make gear for both of them, although given how busy they'd been lately she had trouble finding time to craft the ludicrous number of attempts it took to get lucky with higher quality gear.

Well, gear would be an ongoing project for all of them. Dare had already planned to split the party into smaller groups that included crafters and other noncombat support personnel when they were leveling, so they'd be able to get everything they needed. They just needed to get those noncombat personnel high enough level to be able to get experience.

Although it was going to make the leveling process even slower as they shared experience with those personnel; there were no ideal solutions.

In this case, though, it was effort that would pay off when they all reached Level 60, when dual classes became available. All the support personnel would be in an auxiliary party, including a Tailor, a Blacksmith, a Weaponsmith, an Enchanter, a Jeweler, a Cook, a Chainbreaker (his cowgirl lover Sava, in fact), and Buttercup, with Carnon leading the party.

At 60 they'd all pick combat classes that would round out an ideal party. Then between Dare's party and the auxiliary they'd have enough for a raid party that could take down weaker or lower level raid rated monsters.

In fact, he was contemplating getting a third party going so they could potentially take out full strength raid rated monsters. He was confident that even with only 27 people, if they had the right classes and they were all well geared, well trained, and competent, they could accomplish what a 50 person raid struggled with. And if that wasn't enough maybe they could level up a half dozen or more people as alternates.

But Dare was getting ahead of himself. For now the goal was his party clearing Gurzan's Last Hold.

Bradis led the way up the ramp, the rest of them in formation behind him with Estellis and Koru bringing up the rear, and Smoke prowling behind them as rearguard. It didn't take long before they reached the round tunnel at the top of the ramp that rose up into the depths of the mountain.

“Be ready for traps,” he murmured as they moved up the tunnel. “I can just imagine a giant boulder rolling down this and flattening us.”

“That's very reassuring to hear when I'm in front,” Bradis said dryly. He abruptly slowed. “Heads up,” he hissed, peering ahead in the light of the glowstones they all wore around their necks or attached to secondary or spellcaster weapons; Dare's was tied to his spear rising above his head.

Sure enough, up ahead were the mushroom monsters he'd seen in his first real exploration of this place. “Okay, these should be simple,” he said. “They mainly do poison damage, which we're all got minor resistance to thanks to Spring Favor's 10% resistance. And where needed Carilina's Extract Poison will come in handy.”

“Our MVP,” Lily said, giving the mousy Healer a one-armed hug.

“There's also spore cloud attacks that do parasitic damage over time, and at low health they explode for point blank area of effect damage. We'll stagger killing the monsters so they don't all go off at once, otherwise just be aware and ready to get out of the way.”

“Especially the tank,” Bradis said wryly; being in a party full of ranged aside from Smoke, he saw the weaknesses of melee in most fights better. He'd joked once or twice that if there was a ranged tank, he'd pick it in a heartbeat.

With no more banter the Fighter set his shield and Dare pulled the first group of three, and they began clearing Gurzan's Last Hold.

The fight was pretty straightforward. The spore clouds moved slowly, and while it was hard to avoid them in the close confines they tended to go after the nearest person, which meant they clustered around Bradis and Smoke.

In light of that Dare called his dinosaur companion back, since they didn't need his damage for the fight. With him out of the way the healers and support were easily able to keep the tank at full health, since he was the only one they needed to focus on.

They were even able to make sure he avoided a lot of the damage.

Dare lamented not having raid analytics so he could keep track of things, but as best he could judge he was in the lead for damage, with Lily close behind thanks to her AoE and Horold in third. Not being able to track it specifically was offset by the fact that with Adventurer's Eye he could at least see the health of their targets, and how everyone's attacks affected them.

“First mushroom is going up!” he called, just in case anyone had missed the monster freezing in place and beginning to pulsate alarmingly.

The party backpedaled so Bradis could kite the other two monsters away from the impending blast, Jurrin and Horold hurrying to put barriers on the rest of the party in case the explosion was worse than anticipated.

The humanoid mushroom detonated with enough force to rip through the tank's barrier and knock him on his ass, shattering Dare's and Horold's barriers and pelting them with minor damage as well, along with minor damage over time debuffs that wouldn't be a problem anytime soon.

Maybe if all three mushrooms had blown at once, their healers would have trouble with it. Also the poison resistance helped.

Dare sent Smoke in to aggro the monsters while Bradis stumbled to his feet, shaking off his daze. He hadn't been too hurt from the blast and was soon able to dive back in and take the monsters, and Dare called his raptor companion back.

For the next detonation, he had everyone back up faster and their tank run from the blast area, and sent Smoke in to snare the remaining monster before pulling him back again. That explosion went much more smoothly, as did the last one when they finished the final mushroom off.

“Post-fight assessment,” Dare said, drawing some groans as they moved in to loot the monsters. “The spore clouds move slowly enough we can probably keep out of them if we keep backing up along the tunnel throughout the fight. The detonations aren't a problem as long as we get away from them faster.”

“Great assessment, short and sweet,” Veressa said. She inspected the loot and frowned. “Nothing good.”

“Maybe we'll get lucky with some rare gear on one of these pulls,” Horold said. “Although with his luck our leader should be the one inspecting the loot first.”

Dare wasn't sure it worked like that, since he didn't know if that could even be tested. But if the party wanted to do it that way to improve their chances he was fine with that.

They left the loot for the camp followers to pick up and moved on to the next group of mushroom monsters, four of them this time. Which certainly made Lily happy with her Quad Shot.

This time the fight went off without a hitch. They knew what to expect and there were no surprises, although after a quick assessment of Bradis's health tanking four targets Dare sent Smoke in to peel one off. The raptor mostly tanked by evasion and deflection and couldn't take hits like a man in plate and chainmail armor, but he did well enough with buffs and barriers.

It also helped that thanks to the Faithful Companion ability commands, Smoke responded almost instantly to mental orders. Almost like an extension of Dare's own will.

One of the mushrooms dropped material for poison type Enchants, which was cool. That alone would make them worthwhile to farm. They moved on to the next group, then the next.

These monsters were actually fairly closely spaced; if the entire mountain was this packed they could get a good chunk of experience from it. Dungeons were usually pretty mediocre for experience since you encountered fewer monsters than you would in spawn points, and aside from bosses they didn't give much more experience in spite of being party or raid rated.

So tougher fights that were better for loot than leveling, as you'd expect from a dungeon. Although Dare's party killed them fast enough that a mountain filled with closely packed monsters might actually be more efficient than traveling from spawn point to spawn point, as long as they didn't run out of mana and their gear didn't break.

Also the loot had the potential to be insane.

The party reached a fork in the tunnel, both branches containing monsters. Although the left branch held a new type, animate piles of shifting rocks called Pebble Elementals. They had a lot of damage reduction abilities, as well as Pebble Shot and Rock Spray attacks that would be dangerous for the ranged party members.

Also, just for fun, like the mushrooms these exploded on death too. Except instead of a blast of poison spores it was rock shrapnel.

To Lily's disappointment, between the difficulty killing the durable monsters quickly and their potentially high damage, Dare concluded that it would be safest to fight them one or two at a time, with Veressa and Koru using crowd control on any more that came. Especially if the enemies were going to be randomly targeting more vulnerable party members with ranged attacks.

Smoke couldn't take hits from these things like Bradis could, so Dare positioned him between where the Fighter would be tanking the monsters and the rest of the party to block ranged attacks, kept protected by barriers and ready to deflect incoming rocks where possible.

Then, making sure everyone was braced for what was clearly going to be a tougher and more frustrating fight, he pulled.

As anticipated, it wasn't a fun fight.

Pebble Shot didn't just launch stones at them and that was it. The stones were part of the elementals, and after being shot out would get yanked back to rejoin their bodies. Often on different trajectories.

So those that hit the party members farther back, or missed the group entirely, became a second and even worse hazard as they came zooming back the other direction to hit them from behind. Even Koru and Estellis, standing what they thought was a safe distance away, had to duck and scramble farther back.

Rock Spray was even worse. The elementals would send out a hail of gravel-sized projectiles, but rather than simply shoot out and return back they'd then fly around in a whirling storm of razor sharp fury.

The elementals' death knell, Vindictive Boom, was just as bad as they feared. Unlike with the mushroom monsters' blasts there was no time to run away from this one, so instead Dare had them all hit the deck to avoid the worst of the blast, with the party members in front protected by barriers shielding those behind.

It went without saying that Dare protected Lily.

Everyone but Estellis and Koru still took damage, even with Smoke and Bradis positioning themselves to block the brunt of the blast. But it could've been worse, and Estellis's heal over time spell was enough to take care the cuts, slashes, and bruises.

On the plus side, the Pebble Elementals dropped handfuls of small precious and larger semiprecious stones. They also provided Earth affinity Enchanting materials, although at a very low drop rate.

Clearing the tunnel of the elementals led to a cavern with three more tunnels branching out, all filled with monsters. In the first two were more mushrooms and elementals, while the third was filled with armored worms the size of pythons called Rock Diggers.

On Dare's insistence, the party backtracked to the other tunnel and cleared it of more mushrooms until they reached an intersection that branched off with two more tunnels. One filled with Pebble Elementals and the other yet another new monster, swirls of dust and ash called Dervish Specters.

“We're going to have a mountain of trash loot to drag home,” Bradis groused as Dare drew in the branches in the map he was making. In spite of his great head for directions and attention to detail the map would never be perfect, because the tunnels veered up and down as well as left and right.

Unless he constructed a 3D map somehow, the best he could do was switch to different pages for multiple “levels” whenever a tunnel veered too far up or down, or they encountered stairs or ramps or other clear indicators of entering a new level.

It was going to take some extra organizing at the end, and he'd have to see if he could visualize the space to make sure all the tunnels and chambers were properly placed on the right pages. But for a dungeon run it would suffice to make sure they completely cleared the underground city and all the outlying tunnels.

And hey, it would make a good gift for Torik and the dwarves of Korogan's Vaults. Although the underground dwellers would likely mock his humble efforts to map subterranean spaces.

“Looks good,” Lily said when he asked her, giving him a thumbs up. That reassured him a bit, although he resolved to ask Zuri, Se'weir, and Rek for their opinion too. And Marigold, although by her own admission she hadn't spent much time underground.

Dare wasn't sure how that worked when she'd been raised in a subterranean gnomish settlement, but he hadn't pressed her on it; while it felt like they were getting closer and closer, it also seemed like she was becoming more and more evasive about her past. And more obviously guilty and miserable about having to be.

He was still sticking to his decision to wait for her to open up in her own time.

They cleared all the newly discovered tunnels, leading to yet more branching tunnels and caverns with multiple exits. Which they then cleared in turn, slowly expanding the amount of territory they'd charted and cleared, leaving no potential enemies behind them tucked away in hidden corners.

One of the tunnels led to a compound of sorts that had likely been occupied by a dwarvish clan, full of living areas and other features of an underground home where dozens or even hundreds had once lived.

It was swarming with shadowy dwarf silhouettes called Shades of Antiquity, which were highly resistant to physical damage and whose attacks ignored armor and directly drained hit points at a flat percentage over time. Thanks to that everyone in the party got to enjoy being tanks, while the spellcasters focused on damaging down the enemies.

Those fights sucked, since their only casters that did magic damage were Carilina and Horold. Dare's Burst Arrows also did full damage for the magical component, but those were on cooldown and of only limited use.

On the plus side, after clearing the compound they found a vault filled with fancy dwarven dishes and utensils, as well as a small chest full of gold and truesilver coins. There was also some Journeyman and Exceptional quality gear, but the pieces were so ancient that even in the airtight vault, time had worn their durability down to the point that even if repaired, they likely only had limited use before becoming junk.

Although the real treasure in the vault was the artwork.

Some of the dishes could've fallen in that category too, likely, decorative bowls and the like. But there were also tapestries, small statues, paintings, and sculptures, many of them made with valuable materials.

Again time had marred the pieces, but the dwarves especially would likely still find them priceless. Especially if they could be restored.

That compound was the highlight of the first half of the day as they continued to slog through one fight after another. “Forget this taking days to clear,” Jurrin groused as the party prepared to bed down for four hours so the casters could refill their mana pools. “This is going to take weeks, and half of us will get a level in here.”

“I'm not complaining,” Horold said, patting his new Exceptional dagger he'd gotten from the vault.

As well he shouldn't; the weapon gave spell damage and casting speed boosts, and since he didn't plan on using the thing to stab enemies, in spite of its critically low durability it would likely last him until he out-leveled it. Although he'd need to get to Level 51 before he could equip it, which would take a few months.

“We still haven't run into a boss,” Bradis grumbled. “These monsters might give better loot and okay experience when we're churning through them like this, but they're not what we came in here for.” He motioned around the cavern with his prosthetic hand. “Where are all the grand dwarven halls filled with statues and stunning buildings and monuments?”

“Or for that matter the treasure rooms,” Horold added.

“They're around here somewhere,” Dare said. “Maybe we picked the boring part of the dungeon by starting with the tunnels above the ceiling of the entry hall.”

Veressa burrowed into her blankets. “Well then, here's to a more exciting second half of the day when we wake up,” she said as she pulled her blanket up over her head so only her mouth was uncovered. “Good night,” she added pointedly.

They quieted down, Dare leaving Smoke to stand guard as he settled into his blankets between Lily and Koru, who both cuddled up to him.

He agreed with his companions. He couldn't complain about tunnels packed with monsters, of course, since it meant constant fights without having to run around between spawn points (aside from all the backtracking to make sure they were clearing the tunnels in an organized manner). Good experience and loot.

But he wanted more from this place. After all, he'd been looking forward to it for over a year.


Chapter Fifteen

Wonders

Maybe even the gods believed that the squeaky wheel got the grease.

More likely the party had simply cleared the tunnels far enough that they were no longer above the vast entry hall, which meant they could finally begin encountering chambers bigger than the little caverns they'd found up to this point.

Either way, an hour after they finished their four hour rest break and got back to exploring, they found a new hall.

It was small in comparison to the vast entry hall, a circular chamber roughly 150 yards across with a domed ceiling around that same height in the center. A giant half sphere, with a black-painted ceiling clearly meant to resemble the night sky. Given further realism by being studded with large crystals like stars, swaths of glittering paint splashed across the expanse like the arms of spiral galaxies, and clever representations of nebulae, black holes, and other phenomena seen in Collisa's night sky.

Which was beautiful, but even so Dare's eyes were drawn away from it to the colossal statue in the center of the room, its majesty dulled by the ages but still breathtaking in the light of the flares Dare's party lit to illuminate the chamber.

Once it was polished it would be absolutely magnificent.

The statue featured a venerable dwarf standing in a proud pose, with an axe in one hand and a smith's hammer in the other, both raised overhead in triumph or maybe defiance. It looked as if it was made of copper, given the pale green coloring of the tarnish.

Dare could only compare it to a dwarvish version of the Statue of Liberty. A vast monument of similar height and even wider around, the clear focus and purpose of the enormous chamber.

“Now there's something you don't see every day,” Horold murmured, stepping up beside him on the ledge overlooking the chamber floor, ten yards up along the wall with a broad staircase leading down.

Bradis grinned. “How big would you say that statue's dong is?”

Estellis gave him a long look, half weary, half amused. “That was the first thought that popped into your head?”

“It's a three hundred foot tall statue,” he protested. “Of course you're going to wonder if its junk is bigger than your entire body.”

“Of course it's bigger than us,” she snapped. “Proportionally it would be bigger than us if it was like 70 feet tall.”

“Especially if it was a statue of Dare,” Koru added in a tone suggesting she was offering a simple statement of fact, ignoring his bemused look.

Jurrin wearily rubbed his forehead. “This moment discovering an ancient and wondrous dwarven relic isn't feeling quite so grand anymore.”

“Normally I'd love to talk about three hundred foot tall dwarf statue cocks,” Lily said with a grin, “but shouldn't we be paying more attention to the fifty or so kobolds roaming the room?”

True. The party rated monsters were nothing surprising, moving around in groups of five. The groups all seemed to be comprised of a tank, healer, crowd control, ranged DPS, and melee DPS. It made for an interesting fight, with lots of potential for different tactics.

In the end, though, the obvious crowd control targets were the ranged DPS and the enemy's crowd control, and if needed Veressa could get another with her thorny vines or Lily or Smoke could kite the melee DPS. Honestly right now the party wasn't lacking for crowd control and kiting options, so they could basically tailor the fights to best suit them.

Although ideally having three or even four targets up at once would allow Lily to do more overall damage. An option to explore once they saw how tough these things were. The first target to drop would be the healer, then the tank, then the melee DPS. Then the ranged DPS and finally the crowd control.

As long as they didn't pull multiple groups they'd be fine. Like the rest of the dungeon, his full party of skilled companions should have no problem with any of these fights, and even if something went wrong they should be able to manage it.

Although Dare wasn't about to get overconfident and risk mistakes. Every fight came with danger, and he'd take them seriously.

After outlining the strategy he had Koru and Veressa pull the nearest group with their crowd control. He and the other DPS targeted the healer, loosing their first attacks as Bradis moved directly in to tank while Smoke darted in from the flank to begin doing damage, and things went to shit.

First off, the healer had Sheltering Embrace, and his arrow shattered it and sent Bradis and Smoke flying. Leading the kobold tank and melee DPS to ignore them and go straight for Dare.

“On it!” Lily called, bolting in to kite the two monsters.

That was when the enemy crowd control used an ability to escape Koru's Phase Shift spell, one so vaguely named that he hadn't realized that's what it was, and made a beeline for the scarlet orc, who was 8 levels lower than it.

Dare Pounced on the approaching kobold, whipping out his spear to use Hamstring as he sped away. The crowd control monster abandoned Koru and began casting a snare spell.

“Koru, Phase Shift the healer!” he called. “Party, switch priority target to the crowd control!”

The Fighter was up by that point and tanking the kobold tank and healer, although he kited them over to aggro the crowd control as well as Koru Phase Shifted the healer. Dare activated Rapid Shot, Burst Arrow, and Roll and Shoot in quick succession to burn down the crowd control, the rest of the damage dealers joining him now that the situation was more under control.

The crowd control dropped pretty quickly, and he called the tank as the next target.

At that point things were completely back under control. They killed the tank and then the melee DPS, then broke Veressa's vines on the ranged DPS and downed it. Finally Koru canceled Phase Shift and they killed the healer. The only eventful thing that happened after the hectic start was that the melee DPS pulled out a potion and downed it in the middle of the fight, restoring a good chunk of health. Not enough to save it, though.

As they stood panting after the messy fight Dare looked around. “Everyone okay?”

“Got my bell rung,” Bradis said, fingering a new mark across his forehead; the wound had been serious enough that even after healing it left a scar. He grinned at Carilina. “Good thing you'll be 50 soon so you can make me pretty again.”

That was something they were all looking forward to. The life of adventuring left a lot of nicks and burns, and at Level 50 Healers got Regenerate Skin. It worked for all scars from burns, acid, cuts, abrasions, and even most types of skin blemishes.

Needless to say, if Carilina wanted to retire from adventuring and make her fortune with just that spell, she wouldn't be the first Healer to do it. Although she insisted she planned to use it for those who'd been marred during the war against Balor, and to help poor people in need in Cordery and Terana.

The kobolds dropped Decent and Good quality gear, which while not terribly useful for them would sell for quite a bit. Aside from plate leggings that were an upgrade for Bradis. They also dropped some gold and a few other minor items.

“Thoughts from the fight,” Dare said after they looted the items and their tank put on his new gear. “We'll CC the healer instead of the crowd control, since it can get out. Also that Sheltering Embrace is a pain and it'll be easier to save it for last, triggering it when Smoke and Bradis aren't right next to it. Finally, that melee DPS used a potion. If all melee DPS have those, and we can kill them before they use them, they might drop them as loot.”

“I'll never say no to more healing potions,” Jurrin agreed with a nod; healing items outside of healing classes were rare and valuable.

With that simple change the next fight went more smoothly. The kobold crowd control was basically a weak melee with them targeting it first and interrupting its spells, which actually made the fight more straightforward. Also they were able to kill the melee DPS before it used the potion, and confirmed that doing so provided that potion as loot afterwards.

Always nice to get rewarded for doing a fight correctly.

After the first few pulls they'd circled far enough around the statue to see what was on the other side. At which point Lily pointed excitedly. “I think that's a boss!”

They all craned, and sure enough Dare saw a throne set up at the base of the statue, with an excessively overweight kobold perched on it flanked by two large, sturdy kobold guards. He checked with his Adventurer's Eye:

“Kobold King. Monster, party rated. Level 53. Attacks: Cone of Sparks, Shrill Shriek, Furious Stomp, Tantrum, Igniting Spit, Spiteful Conflagration, Flame Whip, Flail, Batter, Call Minions, Cower.”

“Kobold Elite Guard. Monster, party rated. Level 52. Attacks: Intervene, Charge, Hamstring, Hammering Blow, Protect, Determined Defender, Bellow, Moment of Heroism, Sacrifice.”

Dare repeated the information, along with the monsters' health and other stats. “We'll want to clear the entire room and save them for last,” he said. Even without the Call Minions ability that was just common sense, although it was possible that ability might just summon enemies from nowhere; with monsters that was always a possibility. “We'll plan the fight after that.”

Everyone was understandably excited about the boss, but they were professional and stayed focused on their task as they downed the remaining groups of kobolds, gathering up more healing potions as they went. He took some small pride that after finding out about the potions they'd managed to get every single other one possible.

They even got an Exceptional silver necklace that provided 25 armor rating and a 5% boost to hit points. Bling for Bradis. Although at Dare's request they tested the necklace on Smoke to see if it worked for him, to possibly get him other equipment in the future.

It didn't, disappointingly. Although he supposed it would've been silly to see the raptor fully equipped. Besides, Smoke was balanced around not having equipment and was strong enough already, especially with buffs.

With the rest of the room cleared, they gathered well outside of the boss's aggro range to prepare for the fight.

“Okay,” Dare said, looking across the room at the three kobolds around the crude, gaudy throne. “From the looks of things this Kobold King is going to hide behind his guards and cast AoE spells at us. I'm guessing from the way the fight's set up we can't crowd control any of them, but it's worth a try on the pull to get the guards, just to check.”

“On the plus side,” Horold said, “no crowd control simplifies the fight.”

“By making it harder,” Bradis grumbled, since he'd be the one taking the hits.

“At least I'll be able to use AoE,” Lily said brightly.

Dare staved off the banter, getting back to business. “We'll stay in our staggered formation, maximum distance to avoid multiple people being caught in area of effect spells. Smoke will tank the king if he has any melee attacks, and keep him faced away from the group to avoid any forward facing ranged attacks. Bradis will tank the two guards a safe distance to the side. We'll focus Guard 1 first, then Guard 2.

“If the king's Call Minions ability brings more adds even after we cleared the room, Koru will use Phase Shift on them if there's just one or two. If there are three or four Veressa will help out. If there are five or more and they're all melee Lily will kite them, or kite the melee while our crowd control gets the ranged or spellcasters.”

He looked around. “Questions, suggestions?”

“With all the potential AoE, ranged, and distance closing abilities these guys have, we should all keep a healing potion handy,” Jurrin suggested. “Thankfully we have just enough.”

Dare had been distributing the potions to everyone as they dropped anyway, in case of an emergency. He nodded his agreement. “Okay, final preparations.”

They all used their pre-combat abilities and got into position. Then, as planned, Koru and Veressa began casting their crowd control on the guards simultaneously to start the fight.

It didn't work, as anticipated. Dare called Guard 1 as a target and loosed a fire Burst Arrow at it. At which point one of the most obnoxious fights he'd ever faced began.

It wasn't a difficult fight, mind you. Or a particularly chaotic one. What made it obnoxious was that from the moment the Kobold King aggroed, it began screeching like a lunatic and didn't stop.

It didn't even apply any status effect or have any impact on the fight, it was just fucking annoying.

Smoke and Bradis both picked up their targets without issue, and the AoE was either easy to divert away from the party or conveniently had a long windup time and some sort of indicator so they knew to get out of the way of it.

The Cone of Sparks was preceded by the Kobold King throwing a handful of black dust on the ground, then he used Igniting Spit on it and it all went up. Easy to dodge.

With Spiteful Conflagration the screeching kobold ruptured the bag of black dust and threw it overhead, covering everything nearby, including itself. Then it set it all alight, taking damage right along with anyone within the dust cloud.

Although the king could get away with it better, since it had far more hit points.

Smoke tanking the boss actually worked out pretty good. The Kobold King never threw out a melee attack, and because it was being pressed it would often use Cower and hide behind the guards instead of casting spells. Even better, the Elite Guards would interrupt their own attacks to come to their king's defense, giving Bradis a break from their fairly heavy damage.

But best of all, Dare found a minor glitch in the monsters' behavioral routines, or whatever it was the world system used to determine their actions.

It went like this. The Elite Guards had a lot of abilities that stunned, dazed, Tackled, or otherwise incapacitated the nearest person attacking the king. During that time they'd do double damage against that target.

If Bradis had been the one tanking all three he would've been crowd controlled most of the time as he got pounded by the guards. And yes, Smoke was crowd controlled a lot of the time.

But where the guards would've normally stayed on whoever was attacking their king, Dare discovered that if he mentally ordered Smoke to retreat, even while his animal companion was incapacitated and couldn't, the guards viewed the raptor as no longer a threat to their king and would immediately drop target, returning to Bradis.

It was an interaction that could only happen between different aspects of the world system, Dare was sure. In this case monster behavior and his Faithful Companion commands.

As soon as he realized it, he ordered the tank to move farther away and began ruthlessly abusing the glitch. He'd wait until the guards aggroed on Smoke and incapacitated him, then order his raptor back and the guards would start to hoof it back to Bradis. Just before they arrived he'd order his raptor to get back to attacking the king, and most of the time the Elite Guards would come booking back to repeat the process all over again.

The creators of the aggro system had obviously anticipated that this would be tried, and it only worked with Smoke, and only while he was incapacitated. Which meant his raptor did have to take a few hits, but thankfully Jurrin's barriers could protect against most of those.

Thanks to that minor exploit they mostly just had to focus on dodging the area of effect attacks as they damaged the guards down. The elite kobolds had a shit ton of health and hit hard, even for party rated dungeon bosses. Which was a warning about what they could expect from monsters over Level 50, where the strength jumped dramatically.

Dare wasn't looking forward to seeing what Level 60 and up monsters were like. Another challenge to prepare for and overcome.

Around the time that the Kobold King reached 90% health, thanks to Lily's AoE and Smoke's attacks while tanking the monster, the party finished damaging down Guard 1. Which was why it was hard to be sure which event triggered the king's Tantrum.

But oh boy, it was a doozy.

The boss's screeches somehow became even louder and shriller, and it began throwing sacks of black dust everywhere, leaving random clouds hanging in the air or areas covered with the dangerous dust. It was also literally frothing at the mouth, spraying Igniting Spit randomly in all directions to either burn party members or set off the black dust scattered everywhere, or both.

A lot of that could be dodged, but Smoke had the bad luck of taking a sack right to the face, black dust coating the sleek raptor's black and gray feathers. Dare frantically ordered his companion out of the fight to the safety of the far side of the giant statue, before he went up in flames from a stray spark.

There was an order he could give for Smoke to clean himself, so he gave it hoping the dinosaur would get the black dust off quickly so he'd be safe to rejoin the fight.

In the meantime the party had switched to damaging down Guard 2 while doing their best to avoid the king's random attacks. Horold had to tear off his cloak as it went up in flames, and Lily screamed and bounded twenty feet from her previous position, desperately kicking off her burning boots as she went.

Those were the Master quality boots of the Elder Duskenain, which Dare had gifted his wife as soon as she'd reached Level 44, as planned. He hoped that they wouldn't be destroyed by this asshole's temper tantrum.

And holy hell was that screeching getting on his nerves.

He wasn't the only one. “Did we have to save the obnoxious little shit for the last target?” Horold snarled, taking a moment to brush sparks from his shoulder before casting another spell.

The Kobold King's Tantrum finally ended, and he immediately began screeching at a different pitch. At which point kobolds, six in all, rushed in from the three tunnels leading into the chamber, two from each one.

Including the one Dare's party had come in from, even though they'd carefully cleared in that direction; unless they'd missed something, these adds had been summoned.

They were about the same strength as the normal party rated monsters they'd encountered in this cavern, and they were all tanks or melee DPS so it wasn't a complete disaster. But it was another wrinkle in an already irritating fight.

“Lily, all melee!” he called.

“On it!” Lily shouted back, bounding away to kite the adds while doing her best to continue loosing arrows at the king and his guard. And a couple of the adds too, when she could get the positioning right to do full damage with Quad Shot.

Having a bunny girl who could run over 50 miles an hour, turn on a dime, and leap 30 feet in a single bound definitely came in handy in a fight. And she was sexy as hell doing it, too.

They continued to focus down Guard 2. Unfortunately now that the Kobold King's other abilities were done it began casting AoE spells at them again, this time with zero interruptions from Smoke tanking it.

Dare got the sense his companion was still cleaning the explosive dust out of his feathers, and he weighed the benefit of Bradis tanking the king to the downside of the remaining Elite Guard hitting him like a truck.

Well, with Guard 1 down even double damage would be the same as when both had been up. “Bradis, get on the king!” he called as Carilina stumbled out of a cloud of dust, just moments before it went up with a whoosh.

Her hair and cloak still caught fire, and she screamed as she frantically worked to put herself out, briefly interrupting her healing.

The tank Rushed the Kobold King and the Elite Guard Intervened, knocking him on his ass and starting to wail on him. At the sight of it Carilina ignored her burning hair and began grimly casting healing to keep him up, while Estellis risked running closer to help put out the Healer's burning hair with her waterskin and cloak.

Koru had a Phase Shift prepared and was watching Lily like a hawk, in case she stumbled or something else went wrong; she wouldn't use the spell on one of the monsters but on the bunny girl, taking her out of the fight and to safety before the six adds could hurt her.

If that happened Dare was ready to send Smoke to kite the adds. It would require more concentration to give repeated mental commands so the raptor could do it effectively, since it was proving more difficult than expected to train his companion in that tactic, even though Smoke was pretty smart as animals went.

Which was why Lily was still the go-to for kiting.

Speaking of his dinosaur companion, Smoke's screech abruptly rose over the Kobold King's, alerting Dare that the raptor had finished cleaning off his feathers. Dare ordered him back to his spot tanking the boss. “Bradis, back to your original spot!” he called.

His friend didn't hesitate to comply, grateful at not having to be kept incapacitated as a punching bag anymore. Even better, now that the dinosaur was back they could return to exploiting the fight.

Guard 2 spent the rest of the time until the party finished killing it running back and forth between Bradis and Smoke, accomplishing almost nothing.

After that the fight was over. As in, literally: stripped of his guards the Kobold King immediately began Cowering, screeching in terror all the while, and didn't stop until Dare took out the last of his hit points with a final fire Burst Arrow to the face.

Text appeared in the corner of his vision. “Party rated dungeon boss Kobold King defeated. 100,000 bonus experience awarded.”

“Completed 1/10 towards Achievement Protector of Gurzan's Last Hold: Slay 10 party rated monsters in the territory of Gurzan's Last Hold.”

“Trophies gained: Kobold's Janky Crown x1. Stalwart Guardian Blade x2. Loot body to acquire.”

“Protector of Gurzan's Last Hold?” Jurrin asked with a frown.

Dare had also been puzzling through that, then laughed in realization. “Because I sold this place to Korogan's Vaults. As long as I owned it, it was nominally part of the region of Bastion. Elder Torik must've already done the paperwork to restore it to its own mountain kingdom.”

“So I guess it's a good thing we waited to clear it until after that,” Veressa said with a wide smile.

“Is it?” Jurrin muttered. “The hell are we going to do with a title for Gurzan's Last Hold? Nobody but the dwarves are going to care about that . . . probably not even them, actually.”

“Hey, a title's a title,” Bradis said with a grin. “Better one kill towards a goal of 10 than towards a goal of 100, like we would've gotten in Bastion.”

“Assuming there's even 10 party rated monsters in this dungeon to kill,” Horold said. “When else are we going to get a chance to kill one after the dwarves reclaim t-”

“Hey guys?” Lily called, zooming past with six monsters in tow. “Could you save this discussion for after we finish the fight?”

Dare winced in chagrin; with his wife kiting the melee monsters, they were so little threat he'd actually let a minor detail like the region they were killing dungeon bosses in distract him. “Ranged, burn phase!” he called. “Be sure to down the melee DPS before they can use their potions!”

As they often did when Lily was kiting melee, Bradis and Smoke hung back while the rest of them capable of doing damage downed the monsters. His bunny girl wife was even able to get far enough ahead to periodically turn and rain arrows down on her pursuers as well.

It was a somewhat anticlimactic end to the fight as they downed the last of the kobolds, although on the plus side they got three more healing potions out of it.

But anticlimactic or not, it had been a hectic one and Dare was glad it was over. “Well done, everyone,” he called, slinging his bow.

“I've never been happier to finish a fight.” Veressa spat towards the Kobold King's corpse. “I fucking hate that thing.”

“You mean the boss that screeched like a spoiled brat throwing a tantrum the entire time, and spent most of the fight hiding behind his guards or cowering in terror?” Estellis said wryly. “What's to hate?”

“I do not feel a great deal of pride in killing this enemy,” Koru growled. “It was not exactly a worthy foe. Unlike its guards.”

“Speaking of the Elite Guards, what was that about with them?” Bradis demanded, fingering a new scar on his arm. “How did you get them running around like idiots?”

Dare tried to think of a way to explain the interaction between monster behavior and his Faithful Companion command ability to someone who considered all of that the will of the gods. “I-”

He was interrupted by a blaring sound that made them all jump, as text flashed in the center of his vision. “Worldwide alert. The Hunter ability “Faithful Companion” has received minor balance tweaks in very rare and specific situations. Hunters should not notice any effects from this.”

There it was. He waited for the inevitable notification that he'd received another rank of Noticed, but to his surprise none came.

Veressa laughed, fiddling with her eyepatch with its hidden mirror; he wondered how reading system alerts and information screens worked with one of her eyes pretty much constantly seeing behind her. “I guess that answers that question. You did some fuckery that pissed off the gods again.”

Dare winced. “I wouldn't exactly say I p-”

“You have gained Noticed 6.”

There it was. He wondered which kind of tongue lashing Sia would be giving him for this, the enjoyable one or the not so fun one.

Hopefully the enjoyable one; she was usually pretty happy when he found some loophole or flaw that required a balance change, improving the world system. And when she was happy he could look forward to an adorable little ball of auburn-haired enthusiasm tackling him out of the blue and having her way with him.

“What exactly do you know about the ##### ###### that lets you keep figuring this stuff out?” Jurrin asked, bemused.

“It's there if you know where to look for it.” Dare put the topic to rest by striding over to the nearest Elite Guard to search it. Then he let out a delighted laugh at the first piece of loot he saw: Sia's luck had come through again.

“Hey, Bradis!” he called, looting the item and holding it out to his friend. “Need a hand?”

Wearing a puzzled frown, Bradis started to reach for it with his flesh and blood hand. Then he saw what it was and let out a rolling guffaw as he snatched it up, popped the cork out with his teeth, and chugged the item on the spot:

“Potion of Major Regeneration: Restore a lost body part or cure serious permanent injury or affliction.”

“Your hand!” Estellis shouted once she looked at the item information.

Bradis laughed again as he tossed the empty vial away. “I know!”

His lover beamed at him in delight, but shook her head with an urgent laugh. “No, I mean the prosthetic!”

“Oh, shit!” The Fighter hurriedly yanked the device off, then got to work removing the cap over his forearm stump.

He was almost too late as his forearm began to expand with new, flawless flesh and bone. It wasn't a swift process, in the same way most major potion effects took a few minutes to an hour. But fast enough that they could watch his hand visibly regrow.

Bradis wrapped his other arm around Estellis as they watched. He blinked once to banish unshed tears at finally being whole again after over half a year, and Dare stepped forward to rest a hand on his shoulder.

“That potion was probably worth thirty or forty thousand gold,” his friend said quietly, as if just realizing he'd downed the thing without a second thought for the fact that everyone had an equal share.

The rest of the party exchanged amused, fond smiles, which the tank didn't see with his eyes downcast.

“Really?” Horold asked in a bland voice. “I value it at 5 gold.”

“I don't want that shit,” Dare agreed lightly, squeezing Bradis's shoulder.

“Pfft, who would want a dumb Potion of Major Regeneration?” Lily said, patting their friend on the back.

Estellis was more direct, slugging her lover on the arm hard. “You think any of our friends are going to be pressing you for money for an item that would restore you, after you were maimed fighting for us? Don't be an ass.”

Bradis's laugh became choked as emotion overwhelmed him, and he blinked quickly as he looked around at them, then down at his growing stump as the hand began to form. “Thank you,” he said quietly.

The rest of the party patted him on the back or gave him hugs, then stepped away to give him and Estellis some space as the tank composed himself and the couple quietly celebrated.


Chapter Sixteen

Epic Grind

Dare made his way over to the Kobold King, most of the party following after him. At which point he found another reason to be excited; the loot on the boss was no new hand for a friend, but it was still pretty badass.

Along with Exceptional quality caster boots and an Exceptional quality agility-based DPS cloak that would be good for him or Lily, both Level 53 and currently unusable for anyone in the party, was a legendary Enchanted item. One with one of the longest item descriptions he'd ever seen, aside from his Fabled Blessed Bow of the Lady of Flowers that Rosaceae had given him:

“Dimensional Pocket: Position cloth and speak the command “Open” to gain access to a ten foot by ten foot by ten foot airless cube. Living things cannot be placed inside. Nonliving objects placed inside will be automatically organized to most efficiently fill the space. Items can be withdrawn by reaching inside with intent, visualizing the item and calling it to your hand.

“Dimensional Pocket information screen can be viewed to see items stored within and remaining available capacity. Information screen can only be accessed by bearer while held, or while reaching inside the Dimensional Pocket. Speak the command “Close” to close the dimensional opening and retrieve the cloth. Cloth has no durability and is for practical intents indestructible. Dimensional opening cannot be used to block attacks or hazards.”

Wow. There were so many possibilities with this that Dare was going to have to give some serious thoughts to the uses he could put it to besides the obvious. Compared to the legendary chest with the Shrink enchantment, he could potentially find a dozen ways he could use it for broken effects.

For instance, what would happen if he filled it with water? Could he turn it into a miniature waterfall? What about acid? What did it mean it couldn't block attacks? Would attacks go right through it? In that case he could open it to provide a sight barrier he could hide behind, so enemies wouldn't be able to see his incoming attacks.

Dare eagerly looted the Dimensional Pocket so he could hold it in his hand. It was a four foot by four foot square cloth, so black it drew in the light and softer than silk to the touch.

“Luck smiles upon you yet again,” Horold said, looking at the item in admiration. “That's a large one . . . Pockets with a cubic foot of space can go for 5,000 gold.”

Dare tried folding the cloth to see how small he could make it, ending up with something that could fit in a shirt pocket; not bad for a thousand cubic feet of storage space. Then he tossed it out and called, “Open!”

The cloth snapped out to hang stretched to its full four foot by four foot dimensions in midair, at roughly the angle the majority of it had been at when he gave the command. Which put it about twenty degrees from horizontal and turned slightly away from him. It shimmered, its light-eating black texture becoming the true black of an opening into darkness.

He tossed the Kobold's Janky Crown trophy from the boss into the opening, then said, “Close.” The cloth shimmered back into existence and fluttered to the ground, and he picked it up and confirmed in the information screen that the trophy was inside, and how much volume he had left in the space.

This time he held the cloth by one end so it hung vertical before giving the command, then reached inside and focused on the trophy, feeling it materialize in his hand so he had a good grip on it. Which was going to take some getting used to.

Presumably he couldn't put anything larger than the opening into the space. And it remained to be seen how difficult removing something large or heavy would be.

Still, Dare was super excited about what he'd already seen.

He looked around at his companions. “Anyone else interested in this?”

“And take your new toy from you?” Veressa said wryly. “I'll take my share of the ludicrous price for it.”

“Besides, I want to see what sort of insane things you can figure out to do with it that require the gods to step in and make more balance changes,” Lily said with a grin.

Bradis and Estellis rejoined them, the tank's hand now regrown so that most of the palm was there and the thumb was beginning to form. “I'm fine with you buying it from the party,” he said, his lover nodding.

That seemed to be the general consensus, so Dare marked the loot down in his logbook, along with who was claiming it (he'd buy the cloak and Veressa wanted the boots, while they'd roll for the trophies later). There were a few other items on the king, the guards, and the six adds, but that would all be tallied and divvied later.

Now that he had a Dimensional Pocket he went ahead and stowed everything in it, then tucked it away in his hidden pocket for extreme valuables. Those that he didn't keep in the legendary chest, that is.

“Okay, post-fight breakdown,” he said.

There were plenty of things to go over with how chaotic the fight had been. And while he had a lot of praise for how his party had operated like a well-oiled machine in spite of all the snags, there were always things they could do to improve.

Including him.

After that it was time to get back to clearing the tunnels and caverns of regular dungeon mobs. Which included backtracking to spots where they'd turned back to make sure they were evenly pushing in all directions.

It was just as tedious as ever, the endless grind of farming monsters, even party rated ones that offered more challenge. But with the flush of defeating their first boss, and Bradis now brandishing his sword in his new hand and looking delighted with every swing, they had a fresh surge of enthusiasm as they went in search of the next boss.

That enthusiasm took them through to the end of the day, at which point they withdrew to one of the farther back caverns to set up camp. Dare and Lily sprinted to the vast entry cavern to check on the camp followers, which took less time than he would've hoped given the long day of clearing the dungeon they'd just finished.

Of course, they were running at like 30 miles an hour through the twisting, turning tunnels.

“How did the day go?” Lyan asked eagerly when they stepped off the winding ramp near the base camp site.

“Can we go with the support team to help loot the monsters you killed?” Felicia said practically on top of her friend.

“Good, and no,” Dare said. When their expressions fell he grinned and pulled out his Dimensional Pocket. “I've got this to store the loot in now, so even if we get enough to fill it up we can just come and deposit it here.”

The teens perked up eagerly at the sight of the item, wanting to test it. Felicia seemed disappointed she couldn't climb inside, while Lyan immediately started testing stuff like putting a lit torch in. Dare could've told him it wouldn't work since the space inside was airless, which while that was great for preserving items wasn't the same as stasis.

But he let his squire experiment and figure that out for himself.

The two pressed him and Lily for details about the fights, not just the Kobold King fight but any that were the slightest bit interesting. Then, even though they only had five hours to rest before the party was due to get up and continue delving into the dungeon, Dare spent a few minutes sparring with Lyan.

Meanwhile Lily helped Felicia practice with her bow, providing a moving target since the young catgirl's blunted practice arrows would barely even bruise her, given their level difference. And if they hit her armor it wouldn't hurt at all.

Finally they ran back to rejoin their party, who had all already eaten and gone to bed. Aside from Veressa, who he presumed had slipped off to enjoy her own meal; a few months ago she'd spent a fortune on a bag with a preservation enchant, which she kept stocked with flasks of newly drawn animal blood that would stay fresh indefinitely.

None of the party besides Dare knew she was a vampire, although Pella had sniffed her out but was happy to keep her secret. Honestly he was confident that if Veressa told the party they'd all embrace her even so, but she kept her true nature to herself as a matter of principle.

Sort of like how he didn't go around blabbing he was a reincarnated transplant from Earth, who was married to the benefactor goddess who'd brought him here. Some secrets would just cause unnecessary hassle if they got out, and they were nobody's business anyway.

Koru had already set up their tent, and was waiting by the small campfire with some calming herb tea to wash down the jerky and dried fruit they'd have for dinner. While adventuring in general and dungeon crawling in particular they didn't have the time or interest to cook elaborate meals.

They could always get something the followers cooked back in base camp, or even have Koru open a portal to Phoenix Manor and have the Head Cook trundle through a feast for them. And if all else failed, Dare had arranged for their chest with the preservation enchant to be fully stocked with some of her best cooking just in case.

It was waiting back at the base camp if they ever got a hankering for a proper hot meal. Assuming Lyan and Felicia didn't eat it all before they could get to it.

For tonight, though, Dare was content with jerky and dried fruit. Then he climbed into the tent he shared with his wife and consort and enjoyed a few minutes of quiet but passionate lovemaking before settling down to sleep between their soft bodies.

◆◆◆

Dare would be the first to admit that sleeping for four hours at a time so the casters could refill their mana pools twice in one day sucked. But it was the most efficient way to get in a full day of good leveling, and they all had too much to do back home to loaf around in a dungeon the way they would've liked.

Especially since the entire underground city was crawling with monsters and they needed every mana point they could scrape together to clear them all in a timely manner.

They encountered more of the mushrooms, elementals, Dervish Specters, Shades of Antiquity, and kobolds. They also ran into others, including hideous floating balls of flesh with multiple eyes that they all hated, since they used sonic and mental attacks that left them all dazed and confused.

On the plus side, while the ball monsters were highly resistant to magic, slashing, and blunt damage, they were super duper vulnerable to piercing damage. As in arrows. Even better, with all those eyes it was practically impossible to not score a critical hit.

Which was how Dare managed to two-shot one of the Vile Pulsating Er-Demons, which he hadn't been able to do with a higher level enemy for 20 or so levels.

In fact, the stacked double crits did such insane damage he actually got an achievement for it. Although since he was in the middle of the fight at the time, he didn't have time to look at it until the party finished off the other two Er-Demons.

At which point he checked his notification log and saw: “Congratulations, you've gained the achievement Perilous: Deal over 5,000 damage to an enemy in under a second. 400,000 experience awarded. Free ability Environmental Impact gained.”

Dare blinked in surprise and hastily checked his character sheet. Then he swore incredulously at what he found.

“What is it?” Lily asked, crowding him. Even though there was nothing for her to actually see since he was looking at his information screen.

Dare grinned like an idiot. “Hey everyone, check this out.” He nocked an arrow, drew, and loosed at the nearby stone wall of the tunnel.

It hit with the force of a wrecking ball, sending rock chips exploding outward and a spiderweb of cracks across the surrounding stone for several feet.

“That's fucking badass,” Bradis said, approaching to run his fingers over the inch deep crater in solid stone the arrow had made. “How the hell did you do this with an arrow?”

Dare laughed and read the ability aloud. “Environmental Impact: You have gained such overwhelming power that your attacks now affect the environment, doing destructive damage comparable to your attack power to all inanimate objects that have not been created or worked by intelligent hands. Take care lest your might inadvertently shatter mountains.”

“What does that even mean?” Jurrin asked, frowning.

“It means his arrows hit like catapult stones now,” Veressa said with an unspoken “duh”.

Although Dare thought the Priest had a good question, since the description had been pretty vague. And given his passion for min/maxing he hated vague. Especially when it came to something this impactful, pun intended.

First off, he assumed the system judged attacks the same way as always, ie only if he was consciously trying to make one. Which was a good thing, or high level adventurers might accidentally kill people by clapping them on the back or giving them a hug.

Or in the case of Environmental Impact, blow craters in the ground with every step he took.

“Does it work for all attacks?” Lily asked, long white ears twitching eagerly.

“Only one way to find out that, too,” he said with a grin. “Get ready to heal me if needed.” He slung his bow, picked up a rock about the size of his head, and tossed it into the air. Then he punched it with all his strength, being sure to aim away from the group.

The rock shattered like glass. And most amazingly of all, his knuckles only slightly stung.

Granted, he guessed it was the same principle as when you were karate chopping boards: as long as you broke the board your hand would be fine, but if you didn't hit it hard enough to break it your hand might break instead.

Still, he'd just shattered a rock with a punch like something out of an anime. This was awesome.

“You're going to have to be careful with your attacks now,” Lily said, grinning. “Punch the wall and you could demolish it.”

Dare laughed wryly in acknowledgement. Thankfully using attacks was a conscious decision with the world system, so there'd be no accidents. “I'm not so sure, because of that part about not affecting things created or worked by intelligent hands. I think it only affects the terrain and stuff.”

“What about trees?” Estellis asked. “Those are inanimate. And grass and stuff.”

He actually wasn't sure whether those actually where, since they grew. He'd have to test it out.

“Since the ability was tied to the achievement does that mean we can all get it?” Horold asked. “I'd love to be able to wreck inanimate objects with my spells.”

“I assume so.” Dare knew that the Spellwarder did about 2000 damage with most crits, and his spells took longer to cast. So he'd probably have to get several levels, or more likely 10 or more, before he could unlock this ability.

Unless he got lucky with the ideal target to do max damage on, like Dare just had.

As for the others, they'd be waiting even longer. Especially Lily, who might wreck the damage meters when it came to AoE but was weak against single targets, thanks to her combat subclass only doing 75% of a main class's damage.

And Carilina and Veressa would struggle even more, while Koru, Estellis, and Jurrin wouldn't be able to get it at all. Unless of course at the super high levels their basic dagger attack was capable of doing that sort of damage.

“Punch the wall!” Bradis said, grinning. “I want to see how it compares to an arrow.”

Dare winced. “Environmental Impact or not, I'm afraid physics are a thing. I don't want to punch anything with my bare hands I can't be sure I'll break, or it'll break me.”

“Like that demonstration Ilin did with the brick,” Lily said, nodding sagely.

Jurrin snorted. “You and your physics. And science.”

Right. Dare used a lot of terms from Earth people here were unfamiliar with, but he did tend to use those two the most, since they were applicable and there wasn't really any comparable words for them on Collisa.

A lot of scientific principles, the basic laws of nature, hadn't been discovered or even considered here. Although he was doing his best to change that.

“Well, fun as it is to watch you pulverize solid stone, shall we move on?” Veressa asked wryly.

“Right.” Dare grimaced and stared down the tunnel at the distant Er-Demons. “Let's pop some more squishies.”

Carilina made a gagging sound. “Hated that.”

“Sorry. I meant to say let's slay some Er-Demons.”

“By popping them like hideous zits with eyes,” Bradis said cheerfully.

This time Estellis gagged. “These things are bad enough without you going out of your way to make dealing with them even more gross.”

“Then I shouldn't mention that the sound arrows make when they hit them is similar to something else?” the tank asked innocently.

“I swear to the Goddess, Fighter, I will leave you pinned to the ceiling,” Veressa growled, green magic swirling around her hands.

“Fine, fine!” Bradis said, leading the way down the tunnel. “Let's go pop some squishies.”

The man's spirits had certainly improved since regaining his hand.

Dare followed, although he couldn't resist the urge to pick up another rock and hurl it at the wall, just to watch it shatter and leave a small crater with spiderwebbing cracks.

Lily laughed and slipped her arm through his. “I know you have a fun new ability, my love, but try not to leave a trail of devastation behind you. We did already sell this place to our new dwarf friends.”

“That was technically ahead of me.” Dare nocked an arrow as Bradis Rushed the nearest Er-Demon; time to see if he could beat his achievement and do even more damage on these things, while they were available.

◆◆◆

After a few more hours slogging through tunnels, racking up loot and experience but with not too much more to show for it aside from a few new monster types and a pair of Exceptional healer gloves for Jurrin, they hit the jackpot.

“So is it just me or is this terribly convenient timing?” Carilina said as Dare shot another arrow into the stone wall, warping the point and obliterating the shaft beyond repair while sending out an explosion of rock chips to patter across the floor. “I mean, you literally just got the ability to do this a few hours ago.”

“Beats arranging for a thief class or Locksmith of sufficient level, or bringing in dozens of Miners and waiting for a few days,” he grunted as he shot the wall again, wincing slightly as a rock fragment hit his cheek a couple inches below his eye, even as far back as he was.

He'd already gone through all his quivers of arrows, requiring Lily to run back to their base camp and gather every single spare one waiting there. Which would hopefully be enough without requiring Koru to open a portal to Laketown for more.

Although even if he destroyed a thousand arrows getting through this wall, it would be a minuscule price to pay.

A few feet away the absolutely massive vault door, complete with half a dozen keyholes and complicated combination locks, taunted him. It was made of steel of the highest quality, beautifully decorated with engravings of industrious dwarves mining, crafting, bartering, and counting piles of treasure, fifteen feet tall by fifteen wide and probably weighing over 50 tons.

One look at the thing and Dare had decided that busting through the wall next to it would be easier. Not to mention he'd hate to destroy such a lovely work of art; the dwarves of Korogan's Vaults would appreciate them leaving the door intact.

Or at least, they'd be less pissed at them for breaking into what looked very much like the grand vault of Gurzan's Last Hold, by any means, and plundering what was inside.

All at the cost of a bunch of arrows and a half hour of relentless archery practice. And of course around a day and a half of laboriously clearing tunnels of Level 50+ monsters.

Dare shot another arrow dead center in the crater he'd made, shattering a protruding chunk the size of his torso. He'd already burrowed about two feet into solid rock, and the wall looked as if it had suffered a dynamite blast.

He figured once he dug close enough the other side, an arrow would smash through entirely and he could get to work expanding the hole.

It took about another fifteen minutes, the wall becoming increasingly cracked and unstable and rocks breaking off and falling with every shot. Then Dare heard a soft hissing sound, and pausing from his labor leaned close to the wall to listen.

The sound was unmistakeable; the air pressure on the other side was lower, and one of the cracks reached through to it, allowing air into the vault.

“Almost there,” he called to his bored companions lounging in the grand vault antechamber nearby; the novelty of watching him carve through a solid stone wall with arrows had worn off a while ago.

As they perked up and came to their feet he prepared a fire Burst Arrow, which he'd shoot with another attack from Roll and Shoot almost immediately afterwards. He didn't like wasting mana on the task when they still had plenty more enemies to fight today, but hopefully the effectively triple damage would be enough to finish off the already weakened wall.

Since he was still getting used to just how devastating Environmental Impact could be, he was almost surprised when it did.

The hits shattered the remaining stone in an explosion of dust and rocks, sending him stumbling backwards away from shrapnel as a three foot section blew inwards into the space beyond, including some chunks as big as his head. The hiss of air became a shriek, the air rushing towards the hole so fast that he felt it tugging him forward again, and he had trouble breathing in the suddenly thin atmosphere.

Had the ancient dwarves kept their vault completely depressurized to preserve the materials inside?

The rush of air lasted for almost a minute as the air pressure equalized. That gave the party enough time to gather around him at the end of the antechamber, which was elaborately decorated like the lobby of a high end bank, and about as large too.

They stood with weapons ready in case there were enemies within the vault, but that didn't stop them from crowding eagerly to peer through the opening in the wall.

From what Dare could see of the interior, the vault floor was also made of solid steel. Likely to deter tunnelers. He didn't see anything within aside from the scattered rock chunks from the wall, but then again he wouldn't expect much to be kept right next to the door.

Bradis leaned into the opening, shield ready in case of attack, and impatiently waved his regrown hand behind him. Horold handed him a glowstone, and he tossed it through as they all crouched and peered intently.

The first thing Dare saw was gold.

Not anything so crass as a pile of the stuff, but incredibly heavy and durable shelves of stacked gold bars. They didn't look as if they used any modern weight measurement, although he judged they probably weighed around twenty pounds and there were over a hundred of them. The shelves were neatly engraved with ancient Dwarvish writing, either a filing system or a mark of who owned the gold or what the dwarvish kingdom had set it aside for.

Above that shelf was another with a series of cleverly designed racks that held stacks of gold coins, the exact same size and appearance as those he was used to; probably because gold dropped by monsters in the world system set the standard. Dozens and dozens of stacks, containing probably thousands of coins.

And this was just the small bit of the space he could see through the opening.

“Holy shit,” Horold murmured, his eyes practically showing dollar signs. Or the Collisan equivalent. “It hasn't been plundered yet.”

“Emphasis on yet,” Carilina said, grinning. “Looks like my baby girl's getting that pony she's been aski-”

An ethereal tentacle as wide around as Dare's torso shot through the hole, slamming into Bradis's shield and knocking him backwards half a dozen feet as it began flailing around.

Fleetfoot's boost to Dare's reflexes gave him the speed to dodge the tentacle as it whipped past, then he Pounced to Carilina and knocked her to the ground before it could hit her square in the chest. Lily leapt backwards ten feet with nimble grace, unslinging her bow in the air and reaching for an arrow.

Koru tried to catch the end of the tentacle in her powerful hands and ended up spinning away with a bellow of pain, accompanied by a sharp snap as something in her arm broke.

“Back!” Dare shouted, dragging the Healer to her feet and pushing her away from the opening. The rest of his party was scattering deeper into the antechamber, Bradis rolling awkwardly before surging to his feet and bolting to put himself between the tentacle and Estellis.

Dare checked the tentacle with his Eye: “Otherworldly Void Intruder. Monster, party rated dungeon boss. Level 53. Attacks: Ethereal Gaze, Alien Presence, Chilling Touch, Create Void, Lash, Capture, Strangling Grasp, Shift, Deathly Wail, Alternating Invulnerabilities.”

This seemed like an awfully odd beginning to a boss fight. He could only assume they'd been meant to open or break through the vault door, at which point this Void Intruder would come bursting out to engage them in a surprise fight.

As it was, now that they were out of range of its flailing tentacle the encounter was starting off almost embarrassingly. Not that he was complaining, since it gave him a chance to describe the boss to his party and make a plan for killing it.

Or not. Dare was in the middle of listing off the Void Intruder's attacks when the writhing tentacle flickered and vanished. The Shift ability?

Two seconds later an entire quarter of the antechamber was filled by something straight out of a nightmare as it flickered into view, displacing Dare, Bradis, and Smoke and sending them flying backwards.

Its massive body seemed to be entirely composed of writhing tentacles, many of which sported dozens of eyes along their base. They were all shadowy and slightly ethereal, dripping spectral slime and filling the air with a reek like a dank cellar packed with the rotting corpses of insects.

With a warbling trumpeting sound like a foghorn blasted through a synthesizer, the mass of tentacles rose with a jerky kind of coordination and lunged towards them, tentacles flailing to grab or whip Dare and his companions.
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Dazed after being flung several feet and sent rolling across the hard stone floor, he lurched upright and fitted an arrow to his bowstring, loosing it at a tentacle heading for Koru. The arrow skittered away harmlessly, and the words Invulnerable: Piercing briefly showed above the tentacle.

Alternating invulnerabilities. Lovely.

Smoke dove in without needing to be ordered, fierce in protecting his master's mate. He body checked the tentacle with close to 1,500 pounds of pure muscled fury, viciously tearing into the ethereal flesh with the wicked eviscerating claw on one leg as he tried to stretch his jaws wide enough to bite into the thick limb.

Bradis had planted himself in front of the mass of tentacles that made up the main body, if the Void Intruder even had one, and was holding the colossal monster back with pure stubborn fury, buying the rest of the party time to react.

“Anti-AoE spread formation!” Dare called, targeting another limb with a void Burst Arrow to decrease its chance to hit with attacks by 10% for 10 seconds. He also wanted to see if void magic affected the void creature.

It did. In fact, it was twice as effective, doing double damage and doubling the power and duration of the curse.

Too bad nobody else in the party had void magic aside from Koru, and she didn't have any offensive spells.

The party recovered from the surprise and fell into their roles, while Smoke left the devastated tentacle behind and joined Bradis doing their best to hold the main mass of tentacles back. By a stroke of luck, due to the nature of the boss the tentacles all had separate hit point bars that linked with the Void Intruder's main hit point pool, so Lily was able to use Quad Shot to full effect while also targeting the tentacles causing the most problems.

Seeing it, Koru began chain casting Phase Shift on individual tentacles, keeping two out of the fight at all times.

Conversely, and equally good fortune, the tentacles were all part of the whole and could count as one target as well, so Veressa was able to put both her regular and thorny vine spells to use, gathering up as many tentacles as they could hold.

Of course, every now and then the Alternating Invulnerabilities let the tentacles slip out of crowd control, and made attacks fail. Thankfully each tentacle showed what it was currently invulnerable to whenever it was hit, so after about a minute of observing the fight Dare began to get a tentative grip on how that ability worked.

It apparently cycled predictably through the four types of physical attacks, crushing, slashing, piercing, and unique (which encompassed any outliers) and the six schools of magic, Earth, Water, Air, Fire, Nature, and Void. Once he figured that out he realized that all the tentacles cycled through invulnerabilities at a different rate from others, so none were invulnerable to the same thing at the same time.

Armed with that knowledge he was able to call out targets, so the party not only focused on the tentacles that needed to die but also the ones they could actually hit. Thank god (literally) for Sia's gift of an improved mind, so he could actually track all that while at the same time focusing on directing the fight in all other aspects, as well as personally doing damage and avoiding attacks.

Although just because they were able to recover from the surprise attack didn't mean the fight was easy.

The Void Intruder's tentacles regularly caught party members, either Strangling them slowly or Chilling them and slowing their movement. Both drained hit points, and if a party member was held for long enough Dare guessed they'd be knocked unconscious, based on what he observed.

The Ethereal Gaze was just a pain in the ass. It could hit at any time and disoriented you for a split second. Just long enough that you fumbled an attack or stumbled mid-step. Dare ended up almost shooting Smoke because of it, and called for his companions to be careful about aiming their attacks farther from party members, just in case.

Deathly Wail went off only once, causing the entire party to lose control of their bodies and spontaneously flee in the opposite direction for two seconds. That was absolutely terrifying, not only the loss of control and the awful dirty sensation of the horrific sound writhing in his mind, but the knowledge that if it had happened when one of them was one the verge of death there would've been nothing they could do about it.

Luckily the healers were keeping them all at full health. Estellis had even cast her slow regeneration over time on all of them, just in case.

But what was even more terrifying than that attack was Create Void.

The Otherworldly Void Intruder was at 67% health when Dare had the abrupt sensation of blackness swallowing him. The next thing he knew he was on his knees screaming himself hoarse. He was barely aware of text scrolling across his vision:

“Otherworldly Void Intruder is affected by Noticed 6. Otherworldly Void Intruder has Noticed you.”

“Otherworldly Void Intruder has used Create Void with Rigged Dice of Fate. You have rolled a 99. Otherworldly Void Intruder rolls a 100. You have been drawn into the void.”

“Otherworldly Void Intruder has resisted Divine Intervention. Divine Intervention does not take effect. You have been drawn into the void.”

“You have been drawn into the void. You are no longer protected by the Unified Collisan Compact. Interface attempting to compensate.”

“You have failed to resist Otherworldly Intelligence. ??? Mental attack incompatible, you are unaffected by Otherworldly Intelligence.”

“You have failed to resist Laid Bare. ??? Mental attack incompatible, you are unaffected by Laid Bare.”

“Void Entity uses ??? with Rigged Dice of Fate. You have rolled a 99. Void Entity rolls a 98. You have resisted Annihilation.”

“Void Entity uses ??? with Rigged Dice of Fate. You have rolled a 100. Void Entity rolls a 99. You have resisted Annihilation.”

“Void Entity uses ??? with Rigged Dice of Fate. You have rolled a 99. Void Entity rolls a 99. Tie goes to ??? ability target. You have resisted Annihilation.”

“Void Entity uses ??? with Rigged Dice of Fate. You have rolled a 99. Void Entity rolls a 98. You have resisted Annihilation.”

“Void Entity uses ??? with Rigged Dice of Fate. You have rolled a 100. Void Entity rolls a 100. Tie goes to ??? ability target. You have resisted Annihilation.”

“Void Entity uses ??? with Rigged Dice of Fate. You have rolled a 99. Void Entity rolls a 98. You have resisted Annihilation.”

“Void Entity uses ??? with Rigged Dice of Fate. You have rolled a 100. Void Entity rolls a 99. You have resisted Annihilation.”

“Void Entity uses ??? with Rigged Dice of Fate. You have rolled a 99. Void Entity rolls a 98. You have resisted Annihilation.”

“You have been targeted by Divine Intervention. You have been ejected from the void.”

“Void Entity challenges Divine Intervention with Rigged Dice of Fate. Merellesia rolls a 100. Void Entity rolls a 100. Tie goes to Divine Intervention ability target.”

“You have been ejected from the void. You have gained immunity to Create Void.”

“Otherworldly Void Intruder has used Create Void with Rigged Dice of Fate. You are immune to Create Void. Create Void does not take effect.”

“You have gained Touch of the Void: 25% resistance to void damage and partial resistance to the effects of void environments.”

“You have survived a void environment. You have been afflicted by ??? ??? ??? Time remaining on affliction: ???”

“Dare! Are you okay?” Lily and Koru both called anxiously, almost on top of each other.

Dare realized he was still screaming and stopped, fighting to keep from throwing up or curling up in the ground in a ball and whimpering. Text was still scrolling across his screen in a blur of question marks and numbers, and he forcefully shoved it aside and shook his head to clear it.

Shaken to his core, he stumbled to his feet to dive back into the fight.

To his shock the boss's health was now at 54% and a dozen more of its tentacles were gone. He had no idea how long he'd been out, what had happened, or why he'd been screaming. And that was a serious mindfuck.

Gritting his teeth, Dare activated Rapid Shot to burn down yet another of the seemingly endless tentacles. His second attack did no damage as the ethereal limb became invulnerable to piercing, which actually gave him a clue as to how long he'd been gone, at least in terms of how many invulnerability cycles had come and gone.

“Horold, switch to my target!” he called as his mind clicked back to a proper picture of where all the tentacles would be in their cycle, and he saw the Spellwarder targeting one that was about to become invulnerable.

Well, whatever had just happened with the Create Void ability he'd been caught in, at least his brain still seemed to work fine.

The Void Intruder's attacks petered out as they chopped away its tentacles, reducing the size of its body. Dare let himself hope that it was a boss that got weaker as the fight progressed, and was at its most dangerous at the beginning with the surprise attack.

That hope was dashed as the monster reached 30%, gave a chilling ululation, and disappeared. He instinctively whirled, bow ready, and sure enough the dungeon boss Shifted to the other end of the antechamber.

Blocking the only exit.

Even more chilling, the few remaining tentacles parted to reveal a midnight black opening through which they all protruded; some portal to its void dimension?

The opening shuddered, then again even harder, and began to stretch and bulge as if something unseen and enormous on the other side was trying to push through. At the same time Dare felt the air around him chill, every hair on his body prickling in horror at the same time as a feeling of impending doom settled over him.

Alien Presence.

And yet it was so horrifically familiar to him that he felt his bladder release as an almost uncontrollable terror overwhelmed him. In that moment it wasn't courage that kept his feet rooted to the ground.

It was the sure knowledge that if he didn't close the portal he and the people he loved would be subjected to ???.

His mind blanked for a moment rather than contemplate it, or perhaps was incapable of doing so, then he turned the scream building in his lungs into a commanding roar. “Burn phase!” He shifted his aim to the portal and loosing a fire Burst Arrow. “Take out that black opening!”

His arrow did double damage on what was obviously a vulnerable point, although the moment it hit one of the tentacles darted in to block a second attack. He used Roll and Shoot to take himself to a spot where he could still target the portal and loosed again. “Get around the tentacles and take it out!”

This was a race to take out the portal before whatever the second phase of this fight was began. Dare liked to believe his party would be up to the challenge of taking out an interdimensional void monster, but he'd prefer to end the fight now.

Something bulged out of the opening, a brief glimpse of pure nightmare fuel. Almost without realizing it he found himself screaming again without quite knowing why, and desperately activated Rapid Shot to loose five arrows at it in quick succession. That was enough to make the intruding alien presence hiss and back away, calming his unknown panic.

Then it returned in a surge to bulge the opening even harder, and another scream tore from his throat.

14% health. What could generously be called a limb, or maybe a trunk of some sort, tore through the opening and twisted back to tear at the edges of the portal, widening it. He tried shooting the limb and the Void Intruder's hit points didn't go down, although his Eye caught a brief glimpse of another monster as his arrow hit. Just long enough to catch its level: 57.

Gulp.

“Ignore the limb and hit the portal!” he shouted. “Everyone! Chuck rocks at it if you can't do damage any other way! Take it out!”

Bradis Rushed through the remaining tentacles, dodged a swipe from the alien's limb, and began hacking at the opening. Smoke leapt over everything in a graceful bound and began attacking the portal from behind. Carilina snatched up one of the severed tentacles and cast Nature's Rebuke for the added damage over time, then got back to hurling Mana Thorns and Razor Leafs.

Jurrin, graying and wiring and cantankerous, snarled and darted in with his dagger, using Smoke's body as cover from the tentacles as he slashed at the portal.

7%. Another limb burst out to join the first, making the portal harder to hit. At least until both caught the edges and began to pull them in opposite directions.

That something appeared again in the opening, beginning to push through. The air in the room turned poisonous and burned Dare's lungs as the feeling of impending doom became a feeling of very present doom.

Veressa screamed in horror and defiance and dropped a few levels. Then flames swirled around her hands and she launched a Fireball at the portal, blasting off a healthy chunk of its remaining hit points and leaving it burning.

The Alien Presence glomped down onto the floor, dragging more of it out of the portal behind it, and Dare's knees almost buckled. A third limb appeared to help the other two pry the opening wider.

It was indeed Level 57, had terrifying stats and abilities that made most party rated bosses look like normal monsters, and worst of all was nearly full health.

And it was almost through. It was going to get him. Again.

Dare frantically shot a fire Burst Arrow at the same time Veressa cast a Flame Needle and Horold released an Arcane Spear. With that the final hit points of the portal ticked down.

The black opening convulsed, then snapped shut with such force that it chopped the remaining tentacles and the Alien Presence in half. Leaving the nightmarish entity convulsing on the floor with mind-gnawing shrieks and hisses as it flopped itself to death in a gush of black blood.


Chapter Seventeen

Break

Text appeared in the corner of Dare's vision. “Party rated dungeon boss Otherworldly Void Intruder defeated. 150,000 bonus experience awarded.”

“Completed 2/10 towards Achievement Protector of Gurzan's Last Hold: Slay 10 party rated monsters in the region of Gurzan's Last Hold.”

“Trophies gained: Ethereal Eye x5. Loot body to acquire.”

“Party rated world monster Alien Presence defeated. 300,000 bonus experience awarded.”

“Completed 3/10 towards Achievement Protector of Gurzan's Last Hold: Slay 10 party rated monsters in the region of Gurzan's Last Hold.”

“Trophies gained: Mind-bending Object x1. Loot body to acquire.”

“Fuck!” Bradis panted, dropping to sit on a severed tentacle in spite of the foul stench and black ichor and tucking his head between his knees. “Fuck fuck fuck!”

Dare dropped his bow and curled up on the ground, puking all over himself but too shaken to move from his fetal position. He wasn't sure why he was feeling any of this, but his shoulders shook with violent shudders as he did his best to purge the sight of that portal and what lay beyond it from his mind.

“Are you okay?” Koru asked anxiously. Heedless of the filth covering him, she pulled him into her arms with his head buried between her breasts and hugged him so tight his ribs creaked.

“I-I don't know.” He let out a shaky laugh. “I don't think so, but I don't know what's wrong with me. Or exactly what happened.”

“You disappeared,” Lily said, hugging his back and pressing her face between his shoulder blades. She was noticeably trembling. “One second you were there, and then there was a sphere of blackness and you were gone. I was so terrified. Especially when you came back a few minutes later screaming like your soul was being ripped out.”

“Why were you doing that?” his orc consort demanded, running her hands over him as if checking for injuries. “I've never heard a noise like that. I had to make myself keep up the fight instead of running to you.”

He shook his head against her pillowy mounds. “I have no idea. I can't remember anything. As far as I know there was blackness, then the next thing I knew I was on my knees screaming.”

Although Dare wasn't sure anything could calm the nameless dread surging inside him, the comforting embrace of the women he loved helped. He was able to piece his mind together enough to remember the text scrolling across his vision when he'd returned from the void, and with a frown he pulled it back up and read it from the start, struggling to focus enough to link one word to the next.

It took a while to sort through what he was seeing, then he had to fight the urge to be sick again as he realized the ramifications.

Apparently his life had teetered on the face of rigged dice multiple times. To the point that only Sia's luck had saved him from a fate he didn't want to contemplate. Some of those rolls had been so close they made his gut churn, and if he'd gotten the same roll a different time it would've spelled his end.

If that wasn't enough of a hint at how much shit he'd been in, the fact that his goddess wife had been forced to intervene definitely confirmed it. Whatever the rules keeping her from intervening on Collisa, it hadn't applied here, which was terrifying.

What was even more so was that apparently her first attempt to intervene had failed; what sort of power could beat a goddess? And how had he survived it?

“Dare. Dare. Dare! DARE!”

He snapped his head to Lily, aware she'd been shaking him and calling his name for he wasn't sure how long while he'd been sitting in a daze. Both of them were sitting in Koru's lap while she cradled them protectively. He realized that at some point one of them must've used Cleanse Target to clean him up, again without him noticing.

The women he loved were crying openly, eyes full of terror for him.

The sight of their pain galvanized him, and he forced a smile and hugged them both reassuringly, stroking their backs. “I'm not sure what happened but I think I'm fine.”

He didn't mention the ??? status effect he'd been afflicted with, although he needed to get to Sia and talk to her as quickly as he could without panicking his wife and consort.

Who, in spite of his reassurances, didn't seem any less frightened. “Can't you do something for him?” Lily asked Carilina and Jurrin, who with a start Dare realized were looming over them, the rest of the party hovering anxiously behind the two healers.

The Healer shook her head grimly. “My spells don't show anything wrong with him.” She faltered. “Or at least, nothing I can do anything about.”

“Should there be anything?” Bradis asked, the forced lightness of his tone more a sign of his worry than anything else could be. “I mean it was just some kind of Phase Shift, right?”

“That wasn't Phase Shift,” Koru growled. “It doesn't do that to people.”

Dare knew. He'd been the target of the spell before, including during some testing on it with his orc consort so he could study it and try to figure out where it took its targets, and what the properties of that other place were.

Even more than that, though, deep down he knew there was a reason he was so terrified of that portal and the Alien Presence climbing through it. And his logs made it clear he had every reason to be.

“I wonder if it took you to whatever place in the void that monster came from,” Jurrin mused, mirroring his own thoughts.

“It did,” Dare said curtly, even the mention of the void and the monster in it making his mind blank in nameless horror. He forced himself to his feet, taking refuge from his shaken state in his duties as party leader. “Koru, can you open a portal to Phoenix Manor right away? I need to talk to Si-Ireni.”

She didn't even take time to respond, immediately falling into spellcasting.

No matter his urgency to get answers and find out just how worried he should be, there wasn't much more he could do at the moment unless he wanted to look through his logs again. And he kind of really, really didn't want to dwell on anything that reminded him of the ordeal that was apparently so horrific his mind had blanked it out.

Pushing those thoughts aside, he turned to Veressa. “Are you okay?”

The vampire gave him a haunted smile. “I should be asking you that,” she said, voice tight in spite of her efforts at levity.

Dare didn't let her put him off. Even in his shaken state he'd noticed her suddenly tossing Mage spells around, which meant in the frantic need to destroy the portal she'd switched classes mid-fight to eke out the extra damage that might've saved them all from death or worse.

That was a serious sacrifice, and not just because she now had to adjust to having a new class and face losing all the time it had taken her to farm the 10% of her experience she'd lost.

She'd been a Lifetangler for three-quarters of a century. It was almost as much a part of her identity as her vampire heritage.

“Seriously, Veressa, are you okay?” he asked gently.

Her wan attempt at a smile faded. “I just ripped away something that's been a part of me for most of my life,” she said quietly. “In a way it's just as devastating as losing a limb, except it can't be healed. Not without even more loss. It'll take some getting used to.”

That answered whether or not she intended to take a second class change for a 30% total experience loss. “A new adventure?” he tried with a comforting smile.

Veressa laughed hollowly. “I'm not ready to look at the bright side of things yet, my dear.” She hesitated, then leaned close and spoke for his ears only, aside from Lily who'd be able to overhear. “I might not feel the effects of age physically, but the weight of years still hangs on me.”

She rubbed her eyes, expression weary. “I need to rest for a bit.”

No doubt. But before Dare could give her some space Horold butted into the conversation. “I see you've been holding out on us, Veressa,” he said lightly. “Flames from a Lifetangler?” When neither of them smiled he sobered. “What did you change to?”

The vampire's shoulders sagged. “Mage, Fire major attunement. I didn't have time to pick a minor attunement.” She glanced at Dare. “Maybe Earth, so I still have some form of crowd control?”

“It's your choice,” he told her gently. “You sacrificed the class you've had your entire life to save us, and we have other forms of crowd control if we need it.”

“If anything, another main DPS will be a good fit for the party,” Horold said with a smile. He snorted and glanced towards the dead bosses. “We could've used it for this fight . . . a surprise attack with a damage race at the end?”

Seriously. Fuck whoever had created that boss and designed it that way. Although . . . given what Dare had been through, had it actually been a monster? Even though he still wasn't sure exactly what had happened to him, he was certain the creature hadn't even really been part of the world system, and definitely nothing of Collisa.

Bradis, normally easygoing and quick to make light of things, actually dropped to one knee with a clanking of armor in front of Veressa, expression solemn as he took her hand. “Thank you.”

Jurrin nodded. “Yes, thank you. Did you see the acknowledgement we got after the kill? That Alien Presence was a world monster.”

None of them needed that explained for them. Not even Dare, who was still relatively new to Collisa and had some gaps in his knowledge that most people had learned as kids.

Sometimes failing some condition of a dungeon boss fight, in this case killing the Void Intruder in time, not only resulted in the party dying but some evil being unleashed on the world. It was incredibly rare, but all the more terrifying for that.

By shifting to Mage to make sure the portal fell Veressa had not only saved their lives, but prevented a Level 57 super powered monster from rampaging through Terana and perhaps all of Bastion.

The rest of the party all shared their gratitude as well, although the vampire didn't seem too heartened by their words; in spite of the brave face she put on, it was obvious she was still grieving the loss of her class.

“Let's talk to Leilanna,” he told her. “She's trained and educated herself to be a Mage all her life, so she should be able to help you.”

“Okay,” Bradis said firmly. “I say we loot the bosses while we wait for Koru to finish her portal. We can save the vault for after Dare talks to Ireni, before he loses the fight to keep it together.”

In spite of his light tone he couldn't hide his worry, nor could the rest of the party as they turned anxious eyes back to Dare. Guess he hadn't been hiding his distress as well as he'd thought.

Smoke chirped sadly and nuzzled his head; the raptor had been standing protectively between him and the horrific remains of the dead boss. He almost wondered if his faithful companion understood on some level that he shouldn't be confronted with the sight right now.

Dare pat the dinosaur and nodded to Bradis. “Go ahead and do the looting.”

Horold opened his mouth, maybe to remind them that they'd been having Dare loot in case his luck was a factor. Then he took a closer look at Dare, studiously refusing to look anywhere near the dead boss, and seemed to think better of it.

The party left Dare with Lily hovering anxiously beside him and made their way over to the two dead bosses, gingerly picking their way around severed tentacles. Bradis did the looting and called out descriptions of everything to them, while Dare was more than happy to jot them down in his log book as a distraction to keep him out of his own head.

As he'd discovered previously when it came to bosses with bodies that had been destroyed in some fashion, such as when his legendary chest had crushed the Cursed Orc Warchief to pulp, the Alien Presence's body contained fewer loot items than it should've.

Also the idea of the Mind-bending Object trophy gave everyone the heebie jeebies, and Bradis elected to leave it alone until they could talk to Ireni.

On the plus side, the remaining loot items were all Level 57, and the Master quality item had survived.

Costly as that fight had been in terms of Veressa being forced to change classes, the silver lining was that they'd destroyed the portal at basically the perfect time to get the most ideal outcome. Any sooner and the Alien Presence wouldn't have been halfway through to be killed by it.

And any later, obviously, the powerful monster would've been unleashed on Collisa and might've killed them all.

The Master quality item was, by either cruel fate or Sia's intervention to blunt the blow to Veressa, a staff with caster stats. Just the sort the vampire could carve with runes to improve her spellcasting. The Exceptional item was a belt that gave Constitution, armor rating, and resistance to Void magic, which Bradis could use. Although his companions would need to wait a while to level up for both. There were also some Void enchanting materials.

The Master quality item for the Otherworldly Void Intruder was cloth caster shoes that Carilina and Horold rolled for the right to purchase from the party, and Carilina won. There was also an Exceptional plate helmet for Bradis, although its stats were evenly distributed between tanking and melee damage dealing. Which wasn't the worst thing, especially since the higher armor rating was the main benefit for him.

Best of all, the boss dropped an Exceptional quality hunting bow that could've been tailor made for Dare. It had an effect that made it so it got bonus damage the more swiftly arrows were loosed in comparison to the bow's base speed. The obvious purpose of the effect was to benefit from abilities like Rapid Shot that let him shoot more swiftly.

However, thanks to Fleetfoot Dare was constantly loosing arrows 34% faster. Which meant that the item effect that was supposed to only work for abilities that increased his attack speed gave him a passive boost for every arrow he loosed.

Because of that he estimated it would do even more damage than a Master quality bow, at least for him.

It almost didn't seem balanced, which certainly wouldn't stop him from taking full advantage of it. To the point that he'd probably hold onto the bow for a few extra levels after he would've normally out-leveled it and given it to Lily.

They'd all have to wait a few or even several levels to use their new gear, but they were excited to reach that point. Another carrot to motivate them.

There were some Void Enchanting materials on the Otherworldly Void Intruder as well, as well as a few bars of gold and truesilver. Although Horold seemed to think those had been pilfered from the vault the boss had been hiding in, and Bradis and Jurrin agreed.

Still, some more than decent loot for the two bosses.

Koru finished the portal a couple minutes later, and almost as soon as it snapped into resolution Sia strode through it. Her posture and expression were serene, but her eyes were nearly frantic.

Without a word she grabbed Dare's hand and led him towards the corner of the antechamber near the vault doors, motioning for everyone else to stay back. Even Lily and Koru.

Once there she pushed him down into a seated position and gracefully knelt in front of him, taking his face in her hands. Her big green eyes held his firmly, tone more serious than he'd ever heard it. “Do you trust me, my love?”

He blinked. “Without hesitation. In all things.”

“Due to the circumstances I've been given permission to intervene more than usual here. Do I have your permission to make changes to your mind and interface?”

“Yes,” he said without even needing to think about it. “Wh-”

Dare blinked, looking down at Sia. What . . . had just happened?

He still felt a bit uneasy about everything that had happened, but the deeply seated horror and dread were gone. He searched back and realized that while he hadn't been able to remember whatever had happened in the void, now he also couldn't remember what he'd read in his logs or any thoughts or impressions about his experience from looking at the two bosses.

In fact, looking around he realized the bodies of the void entity and alien presence were gone, as if they'd despawned during a respawn.

Out of curiosity he checked his logs, and saw to his relief that the messages about what had happened had been scrubbed. Or at least, he thought they had been. Although he could still see three:

“You have gained Touch of the Void: 25% resistance to void damage and partial resistance to the effects of void environments.”

“You have survived a void environment. You have been afflicted by ??? ??? ??? Time remaining on affliction: ???”

“Affliction ??? has been cured by a miracle. You are no longer afflicted by ???”

Sia was still looking deep into his eyes. “Think about the events of this fight, my love,” she murmured, caressing his cheek.

Dare turned his mind back to everything that had happened. There were some gaps there, but he still felt like no important details were missing. And the unease was fading, like he'd awakened from a nightmare that he could no longer remember.

His wife let out a deep breath of relief and abruptly climbed into his lap, clutching him tight. “There,” she said with a shaky laugh. “All better.”

He held her tight with his own laugh, feeling a surge of relief. “Thank you,” he said, kissing her softly. “That was . . .” There weren't even words for it. Then he hesitated. “It's sorted out now though, right? I don't have to worry about anything?”

She hesitated. “There's nothing you need to worry about,” she said, nuzzling his neck. “The void realm that thing came from is so alien to our reality that your mind simply couldn't comprehend it. None of what you experienced there made it to your short term memory, let alone was written to your long term memory. For all intents and purposes, as far as your consciousness is concerned it didn't even happen. Especially now that I've cleared the last vestiges from your mind, as well as logs you shouldn't have been privy to anyway.”

Dare frowned. “If I can't remember it, why was I screaming when I got out?”

Sia shifted uncomfortably. “Oh. Well, the experience was written in your subconscious. It's the same as how after being burned you reflexively shy away from a hot stove from then on.”

Dare's skin crawled. “What happened to me in there?”

She began kissing his neck. “It doesn't matter, my love. You weren't harmed physically, mentally, or spiritually. And if you happen to have a reflexive fear of that awful place, that's probably for the best.” She shuddered as if she knew firsthand. “But you won't be exposed to it again. That monster was only spawned in the vault because an airless space left undisturbed for millennia tends to draw such things.”

That was a fascinating fact, although it made him wonder why that didn't happen on Earth if it was a phenomenon alien to Collisa.

Or shit, maybe it could, there'd just never been a vacuum in place for long enough. “Kind of bullshit for the world system to allow something like that as part of a dungeon.”

“Until you chopped it in half,” she said with a reassuring smile. She stroked his chest, then leaned down to plant kisses along it. “You averted a disaster, my love. More of one than you realize . . . if the Alien Presence had gotten through it would've brought more of its kind to Collisa. The gods would've been forced to call a crusade to deal with the threat.”

Sia made a plaintive sound and pressed closer to him. “Not to mention we would've lost you, Lily, and Koru. And all our friends in Gurzan's Last Hold, too. Most likely Marona and our loved ones in Terana as well.”

Dare hugged her closer, not wanting to consider that awful possibility. “I'm sorry,” he murmured. “I should've made sure the party was more prepared going in, higher level and better geared. I let my eagerness to clear the dungeon override my common sense.”

“A little, although you can be partially excused since you couldn't have known you'd get hit by an ultra rare and perilous encounter like this.” She sighed. “The world system folds real world events into it where possible, so that fight was a particularly nasty one because it was a true void realm incursion folded into a mid-level dungeon of comparable strength. I just feel bad for Veressa needing to change classes.”

“Speaking of which, I need to talk to Leilanna about giving her some pointers.” He brightened and glanced to the side at the hole he'd shot into the vault. “Although first we need to see what treasure's waiting for us in there . . . since you're here you can raid the vault with us!”

He stood with his goddess wife in his arms, then gently set her down and wrapped an arm around her waist as he turned towards the rest of the party.

Although he hadn't gone a step before soft arms wrapped around him from behind. “Sia wasn't the only one terrified for you,” Ireni said, kissing his back and huddling against him. “I was so scared.”

Dare turned and gathered his gentle wife in his arms, holding her close. “It turned out all right in the end,” he murmured, lifting her chin to meet her anxious eyes, then kissing her softly. “And with the next dungeon I'll make sure we're better prepared, even level and well geared and with all the consumables we need.”

She nodded and rested her head on his shoulder. “I know.” But she continued to hold him, trembling slightly.

At the sight of them on their feet and embracing, Lily and Koru ran over and joined the group hug, fresh tears streaming from their eyes. “Is he going to be okay?” his bunny girl wife pleaded.

Sia took the fore and nodded, rubbing her back gently in reassurance. “He is. It affected him no more than a dream, already forgotten. And all presence of it has been scrubbed from this world.”

“I feel fine,” Dare added, really meaning it this time. Honestly looking back he wasn't even sure why he'd been so freaked out, and was glad for that.

“Good,” Koru rumbled, giving him another rib-creaking hug. “I will not admit fear of any foe, but I was terrified for you.” She angrily wiped at her face. “And for all my strength I could do nothing to help you.”

He leaned up and kissed her gently, then Lily. “Come on, let's go rejoin the others.”

“I'm glad we looted the bosses before they vanished,” Horold said as they arrived. He was looking down in bafflement at the place the bodies had occupied. “Except I don't remember seeing these with the loot.”

Dare followed his gaze. He saw no sign of that Mind-bending Object trophy they'd been leery of, which honestly he wasn't disappointed about. In its place there were nine shiny steel medals in a neat line on the stone floor where the bosses had been.

Similar to the sigil of the outsider, they were shaped in the image of the world Collisa, except instead of a comet circling it there was a tower shield superimposed on the world as if guarding it. He inspected one: “Token of a Void Incursion Champion. Trophy.”

Dare had never heard of any rewards like that, and as his party inspected the newly appeared items and discussed them quietly it was obvious they hadn't either. “Will anyone even know what these mean if we flash them around?” Bradis asked. “Nobody's going to throw a parade for something just the nine of us saw.”

“Ten,” Lily corrected indignantly, wrapping an arm around Smoke's neck. The raptor screeched in agreement.

The Fighter shook his head wryly. “Well yeah okay, but he's not going to be telling anyone our adventures, is he?”

“He could tell the other raptors,” she insisted, although it was obvious she was trying to hide a smile.

Jurrin snorted. “Now you're just being ridiculous.” He stooped with a grunt of effort to grab the medals and began handing them out. “Whether people recognize them or no, the world system does.”

“Hey, a medal's a medal.” Bradis pinned his on his cloak, then eagerly rubbed his hands together and glanced towards the vault. “All right, can we finally look at the treasure that bastard was guarding?”

All eyes turned to Dare, and he smiled. “I'm feeling fine now, and hell yes.”

His companions cheered in unison and rushed over to the hole he'd shot in the wall, approaching it cautiously in the expectation there were no more threats, but wary just in case.

That wariness didn't stop any of them from craning to look through and see what the ancient dwarves of Gurzan's Last Hold had left behind in the previously airless space.

Bradis led the way through the hole. “Come charging to my rescue if I get grabbed by more tentacles,” he joked as he disappeared inside.

Dare followed the tank through and stepped aside for Lily to follow, then sucked in a sharp breath as Bradis tossed a few glowstones deeper into the vault. The sight that awaited them was every bit as wondrous as he'd hoped.

Beyond the shelf neatly stacked with gold was another stacked with truesilver coins and bars, although in smaller amounts. Beside those coins were tiny glass cases each holding a large pristinely cut precious gem, and huge bins of smaller but just as well cut gems. Beyond that shelf was another with what he thought was bars of platinum, palladium, and other rare metals.

To either side were stacks of silver bars and coins. There was such a staggering number of them that the dwarves hadn't even bothered to organize them on fancy shelves, just stacked the bars to the ceiling next to piles of bulging sacks loosely held by netting. There was no sign of copper at all, as if they hadn't even bothered, and he could understand why.

The prize, though, was a display case to one side of the door, in which a handful of staggeringly expensive pieces of jewelry made of truesilver and gems larger than his thumb sat. Next to them, occupying the place of honor on its own velvet pillow, was a diamond the size of his head, sparkling with wondrous beauty and seeming to catch the eye hypnotically.

Beside it, each on their own smaller pillows, were nine godmetal coins.

“Gods be good,” Bradis breathed, looking around in awe. “This trove has to be worth hundreds of thousands of gold. We're fucking rich!”

Most of them had been before, but even for Dare with his own prosperity this was an obscene amount of wealth.

And it wasn't just gems and precious metals. In the back of the room was a bin of rolled up rugs, looking as if they each cost as much as a small village. On its own smaller shelf were parchment tubes that he assumed were filled with important legal documents, prized writings, or possibly paintings. There were also stunningly worked sculptures of various metals, stones, and even crystals and semiprecious gems.

Best of all, hanging on displays and racks were a few dozen pieces of Exceptional and Master quality gear. And standing in its own place of honor, a set of ornate robes that were Fabled quality.

Even in vacuum the durability had diminished over the millennia. Perhaps from Enchantments and magical imbuings fading over time, or maybe because the vacuum hadn't been perfect and there was still a bit of air and moisture in here.

Higher quality items had insane durability, especially at higher levels, but even so most had been reduced to the point that they only had a few years of good use left in them. If that. The only exception was the Fabled robes, which appeared almost undiminished in durability and remained staggeringly pristine.

Most of the gear was lower level, in the 30s and low 40s. Still, the Cordery guards and rangers would get excellent use out of them. Along with Marona, Belinda, Buttercup, and the others he was helping level.

But there were five pieces the party could use, and they were exciting. Two were high 40s, Exceptional leather leggings that went to Lily and Exceptional mail gauntlets that went to Bradis. Two were low 50s, an Exceptional caster dagger that was basically a stat stick and a Master quality hood with item perks for healers.

The Fabled robes were Level 61. And the boost to magic damage, reduced casting time, mana pool increase, and mana regen they offered were nothing short of staggering. As well as an entire novel's worth of other item perks and buffs, including a lot of survivability.

“I'll give up my entire share of this dungeon for those robes,” Horold said in awe.

Veressa snorted. “More like all your earthly possessions, and everything you'll earn for the rest of your life . . . this is Fabled quality! Kingdoms go to war for items like this, and ancient and powerful families pass them down through dynasties spanning millennia.” She paused. “Also I want it too.”

The Spellwarder grinned. “Then marry me, and we'll pass it down to our children. We can share it between us as well once we reach that level.”

Dare would've laughed the proposal off as a joke, especially knowing the vampire's firm insistence on no romantic entanglements with adventuring companions. But to his shock she took the offer seriously.

“It's worth considering,” she said, eyeing Horold speculatively. “Likely the best compromise to keep us from blasting each other to cinders on the spot over it.”

She was only half joking.

That was how coveted Fabled quality items were? Dare was going to need to be extremely careful with his Blessed Bow of the Lady of Flowers, which was even more high level and rare.

Lily broke the tension as she looked around with a grin. “This trove is incredible! We should see if we can find the dwarves of Gador's Workings and give them a complete list of everything we found in here.” Her smile turned wicked. “I can just imagine them tearing out their beards in fury. Especially with the Fabled robes.”

“If I find those assholes the only thing I'll be giving them is an Arcane Bolt to the face,” Horold growled. “If they think I'll ever forget that they tried to murder my wives and children while I was away protecting their miserable little cave along with the rest of Bastion, they're even bigger fools than they've shown themselves to be. I'll repay that debt when I get the chance.”

Dare could sympathize; he wouldn't soon forget what the Elders of that place had done either. The memory of Pella's sweet face horribly scarred by fire still broke his heart every time he thought of it, even though she'd been healed almost immediately after he returned.

He'd make sure Gador's Workings faced justice for it, and for threatening the rest of his family and the people under his protection.

“Okay,” he said, rubbing his hands together. “Lily, can you go fetch the camp followers? We'll get all this packed up to leave and Koru will open another portal directly to Phoenix Manor. We can get it all tallied and assessed there.”

He opened his mouth to suggest Ireni take charge and direct them in how to start with that, then noticed with amusement that she was already moving among the racks, busily jotting things down in a small notebook she'd produced.

Giving her a fond smile, he looked around at his party. “I'm declaring the expedition to Gurzan's Last Hold put on hold for a week, to give Veressa time to adjust to her new class and us time to sort out this treasure. We'll return to complete the dungeon at that time.”

“I doubt we'll be finding anything near this good in the rest of the place,” Jurrin commented. “This was unquestionably the prize of not just the dungeon but the ancient dwarvish city.”

“There'll still be bosses to kill and gear to earn,” Bradis said, grinning cheerfully. “A lot of these items will last us months or even years, even at the pace Dare helps us level at. They're just as exciting as treasure.”

Dare flipped one of the godmetal coins he'd retrieved from the case by the entrance; a man could retire and live luxuriously off just the value of this one coin. Sure, he agreed that he cared more about the gear that would allow him to keep leveling, but . . .

“The treasure's pretty damn exciting,” Estellis said, cuddling up to Bradis. “After we finish the dungeon run let's take the harem on a vacation to the Silver City Beneath the Dome, honey. We can outright rent the fanciest whorehouse there and just live in it for a few weeks in glorious debauchery.”

“Oooh, can we do something like that too, Dare?” Lily asked, foot thumping eagerly. “I want to go to exotic new places and have sex with lots of beautiful women!”

He had no arguments at the prospect. “For now let's get this all packed away.”

◆◆◆

The camp followers crowded into the antechamber, all their gear packed and ready to go, while Lyan and Felicia excitedly ducked through the hole in the wall to see the vault.

“Goddess above!” the pale orange catgirl breathed, eyes huge as she looked around at the stacked treasure. Especially the highest value pieces in the nearby display case.

The squire joined her, looking as if he was counting in his head. “This is a treasure trove some kingdoms would covet!”

The party all grinned at two teenagers' reactions. “As camp followers you're entitled to a share, you know,” Bradis teased, nudging Lyan. “You can buy your girlfriend something nice.”

The young man blushed furiously, looking torn between protesting that Felicia wasn't his girlfriend and eagerly latching on the prospect of getting a portion of this vast wealth. He went with the latter. “How big a share?”

“Exactly what's outlined in the camp follower agreement,” Dare said, biting back a smile. “Plus a bonus, considering the size of this trove.”

The agreement offered a flat payment per day, plus expenses, plus a portion of the loot that went up based on its value. Not as a percentage, which in this case would've been insane even if the share was something like .001%, but as an increasing amount with tiers.

For a trove like this the camp followers would each get a share of about 11 gold. Not quite a year's wages for a competent tradesman, but close. At least everywhere but in Cordery, where wages tended to be roughly double anywhere else and the standard of living was dramatically higher.

As for the bonus, considering this haul he was happy to double the camp followers' shares. Some spending money for his squire and Felicia.

As a responsible adult he'd give them a lecture about frugal spending and saving for the future, but he wouldn't be surprised if both ended up buying costly adventuring gear and eating at fancy taverns in Laketown for a while.

After putting all the most valuable items in his new Dimensional Pocket for safekeeping, Dare put the teens to work for their bonus, getting their help bundling up the treasure and dragging it out into the antechamber while Koru began casting a portal directly to Phoenix Manor's great hall. The camp followers pitched in, exclaiming at the bags and crates of wealth and eagerly making guesses about how much was there.

His orc consort opened one of the longer lasting portals, given how much they needed to carry through. Dare had Lyan and Felicia run through first to alert Marigold and Zeliz to be ready for them to bring the contents of the vault through.

As he and Koru stepped through carrying a large chest with all the most expensive items that couldn't fit in his dimensional storage between them, he saw the Head Maid and a dozen servants and clerks scrambling to clear away tables. Ireni had already darted through and stood with her notebook poised, ready to begin tallying.

The rest of the harem had gathered in the parlor area in the corner near a fireplace, the children with them watched over by their nursemaids. They were all excited to see the treasure, and their enthusiasm added to the festive mood.

Smoke, ever the big teddy bear, immediately made his way over to play with the kids once he stepped through the portal, greeted by a chorus of delighted squeals as the older children climbed over him.

Dare grinned after his companion as he and Koru carried the chest over to set down next to Ireni. “Think we have room in our own vault for all of this?” he asked, grinning.

She laughed. “I think a trip to the counting house is in order. Especially for the Fabled item. Safeguarding this kind of treasure is their specialty.”

At her side Marigold and Zeliz both tensed, looking nervous. “Even as professional as the counting houses are when it comes to the privacy of their patrons, that'll draw a lot of attention to us,” the pink-haired gnome said carefully.

The bee girl maid nodded. “And don't, don't we already have enough eyes on us, Master, Mistress?”

Ireni looked between them with surprise, expression becoming pensive. “We can consider other alternatives.”

Leilanna interrupted the discussion with her arrival, whistling as she carried Velissa over, the baby sleeping quietly in her arms. “So am I crazy, or did you just casually bring in more than the entire yearly income of everyone in the province combined? Including our own household.”

He shrugged. “Well it is an entire dwarvish city.”

“And we've only explored a small portion of the dungeon,” Koru said, folding her arms in satisfaction.

“I also got a kickass bow,” he added. He grinned knowingly at Ireni. “It does extra damage based on attack speed.”

Sia grinned back at him, big green eyes sparkling.

The camp followers began hauling treasure through, bringing the most valuable items and coins first and depositing them next to Ireni, then the gold and finally bag after bag of silver. Dare added to the stack by emptying out his dimensional pocket so it could all be tallied, causing increasing exclamations of shock and awe as one jaw-dropping priceless treasure after another emerged.

Marigold oversaw unpacking and sorting it all, while Ireni and her clerks got together with Lily and Leilanna and began tallying it up and estimating values.

Although estimated value for ancient dwarvish artwork and craftsmanship would depend on the buyer; aside from the pieces Dare would keep to put in Phoenix manor, he planned to offer first bids for the rest to Torik and Korogan's Vaults as a courtesy.

Amidst the confusion he quietly pulled Buttercup aside and asked her to raise some wards and keep an eye out, making sure nobody left the great hall until the job was done. Just in case someone got the bright idea to try to slip away with pocketed treasure. Then he found Pella in the parlor area holding Rellia, while Nic played at her feet.

His daughter immediately held out her arms for him, and he scooped her up and returned her happy hug while leaning close to his wife. “I trust everyone here,” he said quietly.

She gave him a fond smile, floppy ears perked up alertly. “But some toss their morals aside for money, and this is more than any of us have ever seen.” She patted his arm. “Keep an eye on the kids, I'll sniff around.”

Dare scooped up Nic as well, giving his son time to grab his favorite raptor stuffed animal, and made his way over to where the nursemaids stood with Ian and Velissa. His son with Ireni held out his arms for him, so since Nic was content to be set down Dare scooped Ian out of Clovis's arms and held him and Rellia on his lap as he settled onto the couch, watching the confusion in the great hall as the treasure was stacked and sorted.

A few minutes later he was unsurprised but disappointed to see a commotion among the stacks of treasure. Ireni and Pella came over, his dog girl wife dragging a guilty-looking clerk by the scruff of his neck.

“It was just a few gold!” the man was whining. “Pocket change among all this! I bet milord lost more spilling out of holes in bags and rolling into cracks in the floor!”

Dare bit back a sigh and passed Ian and Rellia to Clovis, kissing his daughter's curly head when she made plaintive noises and tried to hold on; she was one of the cuddliest of his children, and seemed determined to break his heart every time he had to set her down.

He made his way out to greet his wives and confront the clerk, noticing that much of the activity around the treasure had stopped as everyone watched. “How much?” he asked quietly.

“17 gold,” Pella said, giving the man a fierce shake; no one was more fiercely defensive of their family than his dog girl wife, and she was especially offended by betrayal. “He was slipping them into an inner pocket of his coat as he counted stacks.”

“He tried to talk his way into being allowed to count the truesilver, too,” Ireni added grimly. “Probably hoping to slip just one or two away as he worked.”

Dare bit back a sigh. “What's your salary, Grayson?”

The clerk blinked. “Um, 32 gold 50 silver a year, my Lord. Not counting bonuses and dividends from my investments.”

“You have a wife and two children, yes? And you're courting a goblin woman with prospects to take her as a second wife?”

The man shuffled his feet, eyes downcast. “That's right, my Lord.”

Dare stared at him grimly. “Your finances are solid?”

Grayson was slow to answer, until Pella shook him again. “I have, ah, debts.” She shook him harder and he added. “Gambling debts, my Lord.”

Dare rubbed his eyes. He felt for Gina and the boys, and Li'Meia too. “He's your clerk,” he told Ireni; it was up to her whether she wanted to be lenient.

His gentle wife's expression was regretful but stern. “If he's allowed to get away with it he'll do it again.”

“No, my Lord!” the clerk cried, wrenching free of Pella's grip and dropping to his knees. “Please don't send me to the mines!”

Motherfucker. Dare had been resigned to the possibility that someone would try to steal but he'd really, really hoped nobody would. This idiot had a family depending on him. “Immediate dismissal from employment and exile from Cordery Province and the Cordery Expansion territory,” he said coldly. “If future employers ask for the reason for your termination we'll be honest.”

Grayson sagged. “That'll ruin me,” he whispered. “How will I support my family?”

“That's your problem to deal with. But your family is exempt from exile. They can remain, or you can sell your home and cash out your business investments and take them with you.” Dare motioned to Bradis, who strode over and sternly escorted the weeping clerk away.

“Lenient,” Pella growled, ears stiff and tail flat.

“Balancing a moment's weakness with more than a year of faithful service,” Ireni replied, looking sad. “I'll need to hire a replacement.”

The beautiful dog girl nodded reluctantly and turned back to the hall. “I'll keep making rounds.”

Dare snagged her around the waist and pulled her back to kiss her softly. “Thank you,” he murmured, pressing his forehead to hers.

Her tail wagged as she nuzzled his cheek, then strode off to keep searching for potential thieves. Although after witnessing Grayson's fate he'd be surprised if anyone made that mistake again.

At least out in the open; this treasure would need to be carefully guarded once word got out. And using measures that offered some redundancy, if even Ireni's loyal clerks could be tempted by it.

No doubt Sia had known it would happen, but she didn't use her foreknowledge to intervene most of the time.

Speaking of his goddess wife, Dare hadn't been wrong about her response to him getting Noticed 6. Although the events during the void incursion boss fight probably had more to do with it.

Either way after the sorting and tallying wound down, and Dare loaded his Dimensional Pocket and a couple Shrink chests with the most valuable pieces of the haul to carry on his person, leaving the rest for servants and camp followers to begin lugging down to Phoenix Manor's vaults, Sia made her way over to slip her small, soft hand in his.

“Got a moment?” she asked gently, eyes dancing. “There's something I wanted to talk about.”

“Sure,” he said, allowing her to lead him out of the great hall and up the stairs.

His petite goddess wife was quiet as she led him past the bedroom to his office, a demure and proper lady in a white dress and stockings, her silky auburn hair hanging halfway down her back like a waterfall of molten copper.

At least until she got him through the door and closed it behind her. At which point she tackled him to the floor and pressed her soft little body atop him, panting in need as she pulled off his clothes while touching him hungrily and devouring him with her pouty little lips.

“My big, sexy void incursion champion and exploit finder,” she panted, fumbling to tear off her innocent dress, leaving her in thigh-length white stockings and a clinging white silk bra and panties. “You're so fucking hot. Oh me, I need you inside me.”

Dare surged up, bringing his petite wife with him. She giggled in delight, wrapping her slender legs around his waist and continuing their fierce kiss. He was going to carry her to the couch that doubled as a day bed, but when she started grinding her hot little pussy on his erection he couldn't wait.

Instead he spun and pinned her against the door, fumbling between them to free his cock from his undershorts as she reached around and pulled the gusset of her skimpy panties to one side. They both cried out in bliss as he plunged inside her tight little pussy, stretching her from entrance to core as he bottomed out, pulled back, and plunged in again.

She buried her face in his neck and nipped the meat of his shoulder firmly, muffling her cries of pleasure as he thumped her back against the door in a steady rhythm.

It took less than a minute before Sia wailed into his neck and her silken walls urgently massaged his shaft, her arousal gushing as she climaxed hard. The scent of ambrosia filled his nostrils, adding new urgency to his thrusts as they began squelching lewdly.

“Sia!” he finally bellowed as he plunged in a final time and erupted inside her.

She whimpered and slumped in his arms, her slight weight pressing her core hard against his tip so he shot his seed directly into her womb. “Oh me, husband, I love you,” she said, kissing his chest.

Dare stroked her beautiful hair and gently carried her to the couch, lying down with her small body sprawled limply atop him, his cock still buried in her welcoming sex. Although after about a minute it plopped out, some of his seed spilling out.

He looked down at her delicate features, seeing the tension hidden behind her post-orgasmic bliss. “You're more bothered by what happened in the void than you let on,” he murmured.

His goddess wife tensed, clutching him tighter, and nodded. “As an unknowable and infinite being few things truly frighten me, and almost all of them involve the welfare of the family I've come to love more than I ever expected was possible.”

Dare nuzzled her hair. “Do I want to know how dangerous it was?”

“I can say with full confidence that you don't. And you didn't.” She looked up at him, eyes soft and loving. “Enough that you came through it safely to the other side, husband. And you have nothing more to worry about where it's concerned. I've made sure of that.”

He gave her a curious look at that, and she shook her head. “You were put in that position because of the attention of the deities, so it is the duty of the deities to ensure no harm came to you because of it. I did so.”

Dare wasn't sure what a confrontation between a goddess and a multifarious void creature involved, but he could imagine Sia standing between him and whatever he encountered in the void, arms held out protectively to shield him.

He held her close, lifting her chin to kiss her softly. “Thanks for having my back. I love you.”

“Always,” she said fiercely. “In this life and whatever comes after, if fate wills it.”

They held each other for a few more minutes, just being together before it was time to get back to their duties.

End of Last Hold.

The adventures of Dare and his family

continue in Marogia, eleventh book of the Outsider series.
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