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	The house was large. Six bedrooms, five bathrooms, three floors, and a mother-in-law suite attached to the back. That and the enormous yards had been the selling points. The location wasn’t bad either. It was in a great neighborhood located only a twenty-minute drive from Saint Scrolwerds, which would be reopening in January. Mostly though it had been the size that had sold it, because the house was also ugly as anything Trorm had ever seen.

	The building looked like nothing so much as a little girl’s dollhouse, which is to say a box that someone had tried to make vaguely resemble a child’s idea of a princess castle. The owners, previous owners now, had loved purple. It looked like someone had vomited every conceivable hue of purple all over the house, including some with sparkles. Purple siding, darker purple shutters, paler purple door, and glittering lavender shingles. 

	It made Trorm’s eyes want to bleed as he took it in, standing in the yard before it with his large and conspicuous group. They were, in their own way, just as odd as the house, if infinitely better, in Trorm’s admittedly biased opinion, to look at. The real estate agent who’d helped him close the deal certainly agreed. The poor man’s eyes kept drifting over to Winnie and Abigail, who seemed to be in a competition to see who could “out slut” the other. Their words. Trorm had heard a few unkind words murmured about their attire lately, but as he intended to marry both of them, along with Nymal and Israxa, it wasn’t a word he was about to repeat. 

	Especially not when he was enjoying the view even more than his agent. 

	The soon to be former owner’s own real estate agent did not share either of the male’s appreciation. Trorm would have said she was staring, but her gaze kept darting between him and every member of his entire group. According to his enchanted sunglasses, she was literally SHOCKED and APPALLED. 

	She was an older woman, dressed in a thick cardigan with pearls and grey hair piled high enough on her head that Trorm had given a passing thought to wondering how she was keeping it up. Her eyes, magnified by a thick pair of spectacles darted from the giggling, scantily clad forms of Winnie and Abigail as they whispered things to each other that Trorm suspected were of a decidedly sexual nature, to Nymal and Israxa, who were an elf and naga respectively and despite their more modest attire, quite eye-catching both for their race and their beauty. And then to Trorm and his lawyer, Cherry Tempest.

	Trorm was a six-and-a-half-foot tall orc dressed in all black and carrying his wizard staff heavy enough to double as a club, which was by design. He’d used it as one on more than one occasion. Cherry Tempest was the head of the legal department for the church of Oona, the patron goddess of ecstasy and hedonism. In addition to being a remarkable beauty herself, she dressed more like a pornographic parody of a lawyer in a low cut blouse and a miniskirt that barely covered her ass and left her garters and the tops of her thigh high stockings on display. 

	Trorm’s real estate agent, a man named Tom Gardner, had been introduced to him by Nymal, who, while looking the youngest out of everyone gathered, was in fact the oldest by a good margin thanks to her being an elf. By elf standards, they were all of an age, but the fact was that she’d been around for a few more decades and had learned a thing or two about investment and real estate in the human-dominated United Confederation of Aflana during that time, which was partially how she’d been paying her tuition at the Academy of Arcane Ascension at Saint Scrolwerds, where she attended with Trorm. 

	It had been a surprise to everyone but Trorm when she had revealed this. Trorm had learned early on not to underestimate his fellow wizard, especially given how independent Nymal’s situation in discovering her gender identity had forced her to be. Given that the agent had known Nymal for most of his professional career, Trorm had been willing to trust Tom Gardner. The man was good. In only a few weeks they’d closed on this house. 

	Or they were supposed to close. 

	The owners had been paid in cash, which had helped to speed things along considerably. Today’s signing, Trorm had been assured, was nothing more than a formality. 

	The former owners were old and had moved across the country to live nearer to their grandchildren, leaving things in the care of their own real estate agent, who until today, had never met Trorm. Tom had asked Trorm to let him handle all of the transactions until today and Trorm had agreed. Humans in Aflana were not always comfortable dealing with orcs. 

	He hadn’t realized the full extent of the obstacles he was faced with until the woman laid eyes on him and his fiancés. 

	“And they’re all going to live here?” the woman shrieked, loud enough that Trorm was sure the neighbors could hear. They were making a great first impression. 

	Winnie’s bunny ears quivered at the sound and drooped, both in physical pain and from shock, the joyous expression on her face falling just as quickly. Abigail brushed the blue braids of her hair back over her shoulder, better revealing her chocolate cleavage and the holy symbol of Oona that hung about her neck as she glared at the woman over her spectacles. 

	Nymal and Israxa stopped discussing their renovation plans, which Trorm hoped included a new color scheme for the purple house, and also turned their attention to the woman. Israxa’s pale milk and golden hued tail, which contrasted strongly with her cinnamon human skin, looped in a protective circle around herself and Nymal, who had taken the naga’s hand in her own. 

	Tom’s response was too quiet for Trorm to make out, but the woman was vehemently shaking her head. INDIGNATION his enchanted sunglasses told him. 

	“I believe we’ve offended her sensibilities,” Trorm said quietly to Cherry, who was standing beside him holding the last of the paperwork. Trorm was supposed to sign with both agents and his lawyer present to witness and be handed over the key to the house. They key had not been forthcoming. The arguments and objections had been. 

	“Welcome to my life,” Cherry said flippantly, then took in Trorm’s falling countenance. “What’s the matter?”

	“This was supposed to be a day of celebration,” Trorm said. “I’m presenting my loves with a gift. Not subject them to shame.”

	Abigail was a newly minted cleric, soon to be wizard in training, of an ecstasy goddess. Winnie was a lagothrope, a bunny girl whose race was the subject of numerous jokes thanks to their sexual inhibition. Nymal was a transwoman hailing from a race borderline obsessed with fertility. Israxa was supposed to be a dominant heiress from a matriarchal society who was secretly submissive and wanted to study magical animals more than rule over lesser castes of her fellow naga. And all of them were engaged, if secretly in Israxa’s case, to Trorm, an orc from the Glorious Horde, come to Aflana on a football scholarship to study magic in college.

	Controversial didn’t begin to cover their dynamic. Each of his fiancés had enough to deal with thanks to that every day without this special moment, when they’d finally come together with a home of their own, being ruined. This was supposed to be a victorious, celebratory moment. Instead, they were subjected to this. 

	Trorm felt shame and anger welling up in equal parts within him. The anger wasn’t new. He’d been coping with that his entire life. The shame was new. He wasn’t ashamed of himself, of who or what he was, or any of his lovers. He was ashamed because he had asked them to come with him to show them their new home today. It was his fault they were being verbally lambasted. 

	Cherry laid her hand on his own, which had been clenched so hard around his staff his knuckles had turned pale. 

	The gesture was surprisingly intimate, and it made Trorm look up at her. Cherry had been an integral part of his support system since coming to New Augustin in Aflana, but theirs was not that sort of relationship. Sure, she was beautiful and sexy and intelligent, but her first love would always be Oona and her church. There was no room for a meaningful relationship, like what he shared with his future brides. 

	She smiled up at him. CONFIDENCE. “Don’t worry, I’ve got this.”

	His phone rang. 

	“And you’d better get that,” she said, patting his hand, then sashaying over to the two arguing real estate agents. “Is it my understanding that at this point in the process, after all due diligence, that you are refusing to sell to my client based on the grounds of his race?”

	“W-well, he is an orc,” the old woman said. “B-but no—”

	“Then is your objection based on his religious beliefs,” Cherry said, and Trorm could practically hear her eyes flashing as she towered over the agent. 

	He answered his phone. It was Daniel.

	Daniel Bright was a knight and a leading member of the Psy Omega fraternity that had welcomed Trorm into their brotherhood. Being a Psy Omega brother was an honor. They defied the stereotypes associated with most fraternities, being an organization intended to network and cultivate the next generation of movers and shakers in the world. Daniel’s family was already one of the wealthiest and most influential in Aflana and Daniel himself had more than earned his knighthood. Not to mention proving his loyalty and earning Trorm’s in turn. 

	“They’re interested,” Daniel said. “I don’t know how you’re going to pull it off, but if you can, they’re onboard.”

	“I appreciate you helping set this up,” Trorm replied. 

	“Please,” Daniel said. “All I did was make them aware. They’re greed did the rest.”

	Trorm chuckled. “Greed is good. One can always count on it.”

	“Isn’t that the sad truth,” Daniel said, and he sounded like he meant it. “Anyway, just wanted to let you know it’s all set. I sent you an email with their contact info and all the forms you’ll need. Ball’s in your court.”

	A car swung around the block down the road, hurtling toward the group gathered before the purple house, barely managing to screech to a half before hopping the curve. The door shot open and Trisha Madden, dressed in her black shorts and t-shirt for work at her bar and tavern, leaped out of the car, a look of unbridled fury on her face. A terrifying magical encounter had youthened her into a beautiful, honey-skinned twenty something youth, but her eyes always hinted at her greater life-experience. 

	She was Abigail’s adopted mother and, more recently, Trorm’s familiar, which should have been impossible since she was human. He should have sensed her coming, but he’d been too caught up in everything that was going on. Trorm could sense her now though and he didn’t need his sunglasses to know that she was FURIOUS. The only question was, why?

	“What the frozen hells do you think you are doing?” she demanded as she marched up the lawn. “You get a windfall and you decide to buy a house?” 

	“I’m going to have to call you back,” Trorm said into the phone.

	“Don’t worry about it,” Daniel said. “I’m going with my family on vacation. Give me the good news when I get back.”

	Trorm put away his phone. “You are upset because I am buying a house? I never made it a secret. If it upset you, you could have said something.” 

	“It was an idea!” Trisha said, all but shouting. “It wasn’t even a possibility until a few weeks ago and then only because of unusual circumstances. How is this a wise use of your money?” She glared around at his fiancés.

	“I know what I want, Trisha,” Trorm said, meeting her eyes. “And I’m not afraid to take it.”

	“Will one of you speak sense into him?” Trisha asked, looking past him to his fiancés. Her eyes fell on Abigail. “Young lady what do you think you are wearing?”

	“Mom!” Abigail said, and they two marched at one another and began arguing. 

	Trorm shook his head and joined the real estate agents and Cherry, who had fallen silent to watch the drama unfold.

	“I sign here?” he asked. 

	“Unless Bertha here wants her clients to spend the next few months in court, bleeding legal fees until we win our lawsuit and take them for so much they’ll be forced to live in a sad little retirement home instead of their new beach house,” Cherry said with a glare at the real estate agent. 

	The woman deflated.

	Trorm signed the papers and the key was handed over. He’d bought himself and his future brides their first house. 
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	“I can’t believe you left the house looking like that,” Trisha shrieked at her youngest daughter. 

	Abigail refused to back down and pointed at the holy symbol of her new goddess hanging around her neck. “Cleric of Oona, Mom! How’d you think I was going to dress?”

	“Not like a hooker,” Trisha said, crossing her arms under her breath and glaring down at Abigail with a face like an angelic thundercloud. Fury seemed to roll off of her. LUST.

	Trorm blinked. Had his sunglasses malfunctioned? ANGER. SHAME. 

	That was more like it, but that reading hadn’t been a glitch. Trisha was hiding it well, but now that the sunglasses had made him aware of it, he could feel her emotions through their empathic connection. She was more than a little hot and bothered. By Abigail and Trorm’s other fiancés. 

	He’d suspected a growing attraction since they’d bonded. The real question was how much of her desire was her own? Were his own lust and love for the four women being shoved into her so that she was forced to experience them? Or was it a case of the presence of his emotions causing her own to awaken? She had made a concentrated effort to shove down all forms of lust and romance since getting away from her pedophilic ex-husband. That bastard was dead now and both of her daughters grown into beautiful, capable young women. 

	Trisha’s protectiveness was understandable. It had been her entire life’s mission. The trouble was that she did not seem to realize that the mission was now over. Abigail and Lilian were both adults and they weren’t always going to make choices that she agreed with. As was evident now. 

	Both real estate agents took off, the elderly Bertha in a harried huff and Tom with as much dignity as the shouting mother and daughter would allow. 

	Cherry rolled her eyes. EXASPERATED. “Normally we have a preparation phase for our new acolytes so that they can make the transition to the lifestyle of our church with minimal fuss.” 

	Trorm grunted. Abigail’s acceptance into the clergy of Oona had been something of a rush and her relationship with Trorm made her a special case. The deity of hedonism had taken a particular interest in him and wanted her influence in his life to be undeniable. Trorm wasn’t sure if she was still trying to recruit him or not—he was not cleric material at all—but her patronage had been a literal blessing that had done him more good than he could keep track of. 

	“I didn’t even get to participate in her anointing,” Cherry sighed in a mock pout. TEASING. 

	“You enjoyed the show,” Trorm said. 

	Cherry grinned. “I did.”

	“Are you going to do anything there?” Trorm said, nodding his head toward the argument. 

	“Fuck no,” Cherry said. “Those two should have had this conversation a long time before now. Also, I’m a cleric of hedonism, and I don’t like the idea of Trisha clawing my eyes out and screaming how I corrupted her little girl.” She rolled her eyes and gave Trorm a pointed, lascivious look. “You did that all on your own.”

	Trorm grunted. “She didn’t need my help.”

	Cherry laughed. “Whatever, I’ve got to get back to the church. Best of luck!” 

	Something small and furry crashed into Trorm’s chest a second later. A pair of delicate, yet surprisingly strong arms wrapped around his neck and Winnie pulled herself up his chest to plant her lips against his in a kiss that did what her tackle-hug hadn’t managed, knocking him back a step. 

	He blinked down into her grinning face, her nose and long ears quivering. JOY.

	“We bought a house!” Winnie squealed. “We bought a house, Trorm!”

	She was hanging from his neck and the feel of her against him and against his arms as they wrapped around her to help hold her up reminded Trorm of just how little his bunny girl was wearing. Damn she felt good. 

	Winnie released her grip around his neck and wriggled free of his arms, bouncing easily free and grabbing hold of both Israxa and Nymal, who’d made their way quietly over. She had an arm around each of them and was bouncing up and down, yanking the pair with her. Trorm suspected that Israxa could have stopped herself from being jerked so, but from the grin playing across her face, she didn’t care to. 

	“We bought a house,” Winnie squealed again. “We bought a house!”

	She leapt forward, dragging the other two with her and into a group hug.

	Trorm wrapped his arms around his women. If it weren’t for the continued screaming argument between Trisha and Abigail in the background, not to mention Abigail’s absence from the embrace, it would have been perfect. He grinned. He’d take what he could get and what he could get right now was pretty damn spectacular. 

	He kissed Nymal. Then he kissed Israxa. Both were left blushing and breathless beneath Winnie’s joyous grin. 

	“And now you’re making me miss out on a special moment with my fiancé,” Abigail said. “This is my life now, Mom. You need to accept it.”

	Trorm looked up and for a moment his eyes met Trisha’s. 

	 

	Trisha Madden

	Gender: Female

	Emotions: CONFLICTED. LOVE. DESIRE. ENVY. SHAME. ANGER.

	Interest Level: 9

	 

	None of the stats that flashed across the lenses properly registered because the full weight of her emotions hit him like a semi on the highway. It was like Trorm’s spirit was drowning, completely overwhelmed by what it was experiencing, which was what Trisha was experiencing. For a moment they were not two separate individuals, they were one. 

	Trisha loved him. Was in love with him. She was afraid of that love. Terrified of what it meant for her and her family, even more than what their familiar bond meant for them. They mingled and Trorm barely kept himself from staggering. Trisha did stagger and the moment ended as she gasped and caught herself, putting an end to her argument with Abigail as her attention completely fixed on Trorm. 

	The yard grew still as everyone watched her approach the group hug. She reached over Nymal, the smallest of their group, and placed a hand on Trorm’s cheek. “You really do love them, don’t you?”

	It wasn’t really a question. She’d felt him. Felt what he felt for each of them. And for her. And for Abigail.

	“I do,” Trorm said. 

	She sighed and withdrew her hand. “This is too fast, Trorm. It’s all too fast. Do you understand that?”

	“I understand what I want,” Trorm said. 

	She gave him a flat look. “You’ve always wanted a house in the upper-class New Augustine suburbs?”

	“The house is a means to an end,” Trorm said. “I cannot continue to abuse your hospitality. Your house has been severely damaged several times because of my presence. More, I will not disrespect you in your own home.”

	Color rose in Trisha’s cheeks. She’d been vehemently against any form of sexual activity happening under her roof. Trorm had respected that. She hadn’t liked him having any sort of sexual activity at all. She’d liked it even less since their familiar bond, when they’d discovered that she vicariously experienced his lovemaking. Including when he’d been with Abigail. 

	Her blush deepened further. SHAME. EMBARASSMENT. LUST. 

	Her eyes flicked up and found Israxa’s. She’d had sex for the first time in over a decade with the naga in an empathically-driven lust-fueled fit while Trorm had made love to Abigail. Fortunately, Israxa hadn’t held it against her, but Trisha had been more than a little awkward around Trorm’s serpentine lover since. Trisha pulled her eyes away from Israxa and stared into Trorm’s chest, trying to ignore Winnie’s presence there. 

	“I-it wouldn’t be abuse if I gave permission,” Trisha said quietly. 

	Trorm stared down at her. He must have misheard that. 

	“You can…do it…in my house,” Trisha said, the words wrenching from her in an embarrassed effort. 

	“Really?” Abigail said, perking up. She took up a position on the other side of Nymal and had one arm wrapped around the elf and the other around Trorm. 

	Trorm could feel Trisha’s blush deepening as she tried not to think about what that meant. Trorm and his lovers had been careful over the last few weeks in an effort not to overwhelm Trisha and be respectful of her home. 

	“Thank you,” Trorm said, giving the offer the respect and levity it deserved. “But I must go forward. Your home is lovely. I cannot continue putting it in danger.”

	Both Abigail and Trisha protested at the same time, assuring him that in none of those instances had it been his fault. Trorm shook his head to cut them off. He’d have raised a hand but found the desire to keep his arms wrapped around his fiancés was stronger than his desire for functioning appendages at the moment. 

	“I thank you both for your assurances and I am grateful that you do not blame me,” Trorm said. “My clan is growing. We need a place to be together. This house is an investment in our future.”

	Trisha shook her head. “You cannot think that because you’re good with magic that you can master the real estate industry.”

	“I don’t,” Trorm said. “What I’ve purchased is a tool. One that will help keep us all secure.”

	Trisha jerked back and met his eyes, her own going wide. REALIZATION. 

	“You’re planning something,” she said. “Something you haven’t shared yet.”

	Israxa gave a moan of appreciation. Apparently just because she didn’t want to be a leader of her people who’d be forced to plot and connive her way to greatness, didn’t mean that she didn’t appreciate it in her future husband. The sound distracted Trisha and she glanced up at the naga again. 

	I like her.

	The words came in the back of Trorm’s mind. He ignored them and the being who had spoken them as he always had to when in public since agreeing to their partnership. As of yet, he’d not developed a nonverbal means of true communication. 

	Fine. Be that way. See if I care.

	“That’s right,” Trorm said, both to Trisha and the unseen speaker. 

	“But….” Trisha was visibly struggling to come up with an argument. She didn’t want him to leave. 

	“You have been a wonderful host mother,” Trorm said. “Thank you for letting me be a part of your clan.”

	Israxa shifted and pulled Trisha into the hug before the tears wobbling in the corners of her eyes could fall. “We’re going out to celebrate our new home,” she said, pressing her forehead against Trisha’s. “Please join us.”

	She pulled back, leaving Trisha’s face a red mask of shock. “If that’s okay with everyone else.”

	“The more the merrier,” Winnie said with an enthusiastic smile, ears perking up. 

	“Sure,” Nymal said, with less certainty. Her eyes had drifted over to Abigail.

	Trorm was worried about his blue-haired fiancé’s reaction, but she grinned. “Oh, I am so choosing your outfit.”

	Trisha’s blush vanished. “No way!” 

	“You’re coming then?” Trorm asked. “Your presence would mean a lot.”

	Trisha glared at him. “Trorm Coldstorm. I am not going with you and your harem, which happens to include my youngest daughter, to go clubbing. I do not condone any of what you have done, are doing, or—” she drew the word out for emphasis— “what you are about to do.” She closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose. “Gods above, you’re going to have a fucking orgy tonight and I’m going to be forced to have a front row seat again.”

	“Actually,” Trorm said. “I’ve found a way to limit our connection. It’s a simple spell. I can’t actually block you from my thoughts and emotions, but it will enable you to filter what you experience. You won’t be forced to vicariously participate anymore.”

	Trisha’s head jerked up, eyes wide. SHOCK. “I won’t?” DISAPPOINTMENT. “Oh good. Thank the gods for that.” SHAME.

	Trorm thought that his own confusion about whatever it was his sunglasses were telling him Trisha was feeling might be lessened if she herself was less confused about her emotions. Asking her about it though struck him as shameful. She was clearly going out of her way to conceal her internal struggle. He’d not draw attention to his ally’s weakness. 

	He looked down at his lovers gathered around him. “Shall I show you the inside? You’ll need to decide on your rooms and then get ready for tonight.”

	Abigail grabbed Nymal’s hand and with a yell of excitement dragged the startled elf toward the house. “I’m picking your outfit!” 

	“Are you sure you won’t reconsider joining us?” Israxa asked Trisha softly.

	“No,” Trisha snapped, and stiffly made her way over to her car. “I’m not helping you or Abigail move,” she called to Trorm before slamming the door and driving off. 

	“That woman,” Winnie said, cuddling into Trorm. “Needs to get laid.”

	Ha. Yes.

	Trorm resisted the urge to sigh. Instead, he adjusted his grip on his staff and held out his elbows. Israxa took one, Winnie the other, and Trorm led his two lovers to their new home. They had much to figure out. But before that, they had an evening of revelry to prepare for. 
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	The Spire was the single most upper-class club in New Augustine and, by dent of a needle applied to the top, technically the tallest building in the city. The structure consisted of a four-story circular pyramid-like structure that put Trorm in mind of a giant glass wedding cake set atop a slowly rotating platform held aloft by thin tower that consisted mostly of elevator shafts and emergency exits. 

	It was exclusive, with no public ground level entrance. To get in, one had to park in the club’s garage across the street and cross over an arching bridge to a balcony where the elevators opened. There was a line of people to get in that wrapped around the garage, some of whom cheered when they saw Trorm and his ladies. 

	Nymal and Israxa grabbed his arms, both radiating nervousness. With good reason, Trorm knew. Nymal had been attacked several times for her relationship with him, not to mention her gender identity. More, he’d never seen her out in so little, even when she’d dressed specifically to seduce him. Abigail had taken over dressing the girls for the night, helped along by an eager Winnie, and their clothing left little to the imagination. Clubwear, Abigail had called it. Slutwear, Nymal had called it, even as she dressed herself in the straps of cloth that emphasized far more than they’d concealed. Trorm had heard the word “bandage style” tossed about and could see some of the resemblance. 

	Israxa’s reaction wasn’t surprising either. They’d made their relationship semi-public at a Psy Omega part when Trorm had become a member of the prestigious fraternity. The success of that, coupled with the unexpected support of Sijat, Israxa’s personal retainer, had given them the confidence to take the next step and come out tonight. Trorm didn’t blame Israxa for being nervous. She was the heiress to a powerful naga nest and supposed to become a powerful matriarch. It was off-script enough for her to be dating an orc, even one who’d become a member of Psy Omega. To be sharing him with other females, and not him sharing her with other males, was another dangerously controversial aspect of their relationship. 

	Trorm stood tall and proud for his lovers, lending them strength the best way he could. Their courage was impressive and more attractive than either of them probably realized. 

	Conversely, Abigail and Winnie soaked up the attention the crowd gave them as they crossed the bridge above them, shouting, posing, and dancing. Once they even stopped to make out so some guy with his phone held up could record them. Trorm wasn’t sure whether to roll his eyes or grin at their antics. 

	Three elevators waited across the bridge, each with a pair of bouncers. Two had lines guided by channels created with red velvet ropes. One did not. That was the one they were immediately guided toward by one of the bouncers, who grinned as Trorm approached, displaying his tusks. 

	Trorm was surprised to find an orc working here, though he supposed he shouldn’t be so closed minded. 

	The orc beat his chest as Trorm approached, making several people in the other lines flinch back and earning a scowl from his human partner, who looked like he didn’t know what to make of the display. 

	Trorm gently extricated his arms from Israxa and Nymal and beat his own chest, baring his tusks. It was good to have a properly threatening greeting for once. He and the bouncer knew exactly where they stood with one another.

	Trorm had left his staff at the new house, locked away in a special safe for magical implements and foregone his enchanted sunglasses. They were helpful, but not always appropriate, especially not for a night of clubbing. Humans looked at you funny when you wore sunglasses at night, even if the bright city lights bit your eyes. 

	The deciding factor though had been Abigail leaving her own spectacles behind. Trorm thought she was beautiful both with and without them, though removing them had subtly transformed her features and, combined with her heavy makeup, made her look like an entirely new woman in a way her minimal clothing hadn’t. He had to admit, the strips of cloth she called a dress did make a difference as well. Up until her indoctrination into the clergy of Oona she’d gone for baggy or comfortable clothes. The result was that her generous curves combined with her short fraom made her look heavier than she actually was. Now she was hardly recognizable as the girl who’d spent her evenings studying with him in the back of the Roaring Stag. 

	“I am Gnar Sunblight,” the bouncer announced in Orcish. “Come and party. Break the rules and I’ll bite your nose off.”

	“I am Trorm Coldstorm,” Trorm replied. “I will party here. Betray or attack us and I’ll rip your skull off and shit in it.”

	Gnar Sunblight laughed and stepped aside, eyeing Trorm’s women with open admiration. “Available?”

	“All mine,” Trorm replied. 

	Gnar laughed again. “I’d say get an orc woman, but you’ve got so many that you start there and the rest of us won’t have any left.” His eyes fell to Nymal with predatory appreciation, then looked back to Trorm. “You are an ancestor’s damned hero, you maggot bastard. Have fun.”

	“What did he say?” Winnie asked, eyeing Nymal’s blushing face after the doors had closed and the elevator began taking them up to the club proper. 

	“He said hello and thinks you all are pretty,” Trorm said. He glanced down at Nymal. “You speak Orcish?”

	“I only understand some,” she said, tugging the hem of her tiny skirt lower. “Guess I should get used to people thinking you made me some kind of sissy.” She took a deep breath, holding up a hand to forestall the protests of her sister-fiancés and Trorm. “It’s okay. That’s like, the big elf-orc interracial thing. I’m not about to let it ruin our night.”

	The elevator doors opened up. 

	Music blasted them. 

	The interior of The Spire mirrored the outside, consisting of circular raised levels accessible by multiple spiraling staircases. Each had a dancefloor, bar, and an unobstructed view of the city beyond the glass. 

	“Okay, fuck that guy,” Abigail said, grabbing Winnie and Nymal’s hands. “We’re going to dance our asses off!” She all but flew them to the nearest dance floor. Trorm suspected that if she’d thought she could have moved Israxa or him, they’d have been grabbed too. 

	The pair exchanged a glance and a small smile. 

	“May I have this dance?” Trorm asked, holding out his hand. 

	“You may,” she said, accepting, and slithered alongside him to the dancefloor, where Abigail was already wildly gyrating with Winnie. Nymal looked more than a little uncomfortable with some of the moves the pair were pulling and was far more subdued in her own dancing, elven grace compensating for her lack of exuberance. Already the trio was attracting a ton of attention. 

	“You’re going to have problems with your fiancés soon,” Israxa said as she draped her arms and the end of her tail about Trorm’s shoulders. Her tail was so long that if she’d tried to keep it entirely on the dancefloor somebody would have tripped over it. This way enabled her to dance in a more human fashion. It also required a lot of muscle, which she had plenty of, but also a strong partner. Her human upper half might be slight, her tail was not. Fortunately, Trorm had power to spare.

	“How’s that?” Trorm asked. He thought everyone was getting along well. 

	Israxa gave him a pitying look. “It’s easy to forget that you are male and don’t share my education sometimes. You’re so…you.”

	Trorm raised an eyebrow. 

	“You’re a natural leader, Trorm,” she clarified. “I was raised to be, but it’s not in me.” She sighed. “If it was, maybe this problem wouldn’t be coming.”

	“What problem?” Trorm asked, now thoroughly confused.  

	She glanced pointedly at Abigail and Winnie, who were gyrating on each other as they made out, then came apart, grabbing new dance partners and all but dry humping them. Trorm felt a momentary pang of jealousy and shoved it down. He couldn’t dance with all of his women at once. More, that was just the style of their dance. At the end of the evening, all of his women would be coming home with him, not any of the men or women they were dancing with.

	“I’m not sure I understand,” Trorm said. 

	Israxa sighed. “You wouldn’t.” She pursed her lips, clearly debating how to explain things to him. “Winnie has been the default leader of your women, yes?”

	Trorm thought about it, then nodded in agreement. 

	“We’ve always followed her lead. Now there’s Abigail. She’s another powerful personality, a leader. But she’s young and experiencing a whole new kind of freedom that she’s never had before. She’s overcompensating, trying to be a good cleric of Oona and impress us all. You and Winnie especially.”

	Trorm thought he was following so far. “You think she’s trying too hard and that’s the problem?”

	“I think that the problem is that she and Winnie are in an unconscious competition,” Israxa said. “Winnie doesn’t realize how insecure Abigail is and is so caught up in having someone as uninhibited as her that she’s not thinking about anything else. And Abigail, despite being brilliant, has never actually been in a leadership role. She’s eventually going to come down from her high, but right now, she and Winnie are a chemical reaction that makes them oblivious to myself and Nymal.”

	At this, Israxa nodded her head toward Nymal, who had slowly been separated from Winnie and Abigail’s antics and now had a large man grinding against her from, oblivious to the look of mortification on her face. “I…I can help some, but I’m not…” Israxa shook her head. “Please go save Nymal from that man before she dies of embarrassment?”

	Trorm nodded. “I’ll speak to Abigail and Winnie.”

	“No,” Israxa said, her tail tightening on his shoulders. It was enough to remind Trorm just how strong she actually was. With her tail draped around him like this, she could probably crush him like a soda can. “No, sir,” she said in a more subdued voice. “This…I don’t think that this is something that should be handled so…directly. I just wanted to make you aware of it.”

	Her tail slipped from his shoulders and she backed off the dance floor. “I’m going to get a drink. I don’t want to get stepped on.”

	Trorm nodded and made his way over to Nymal. Now that Israxa had pointed it out, it seemed obvious. Winnie and Abigail had both been dressing in more and more revealing clothing, almost like they were trying to one up each other. It was a contest of dominance, only they were fighting with their sexuality rather than their muscles. Getting involved would be like stepping between two battling wargs—a good way to lose a limb. Worse, neither of them seemed aware that they were doing it nor how it was taking up their attention. 

	Nymal would never have been put in the situation she now was had she been with either one of them. Together though? Trorm was going to have to be extra diligent in caring for his future brides. 

	With a glare, the man grinding against Nymal took a step back. Nymal took advantage to throw herself into Trorm’s arms, which the man took as his cue to leave. They began dancing. 

	“Thanks,” Nymal said, just loud enough to be heard over the music. “This is harder than I thought it would be.”

	“How’s that?” Trorm asked. 

	“I always dreamed of having girlfriends I could go out with,” Nymal said. “Who I could dress up with and go out dancing with as myself, not as a date or the tag-along safe male friend. Now I’m here. It’s real. Not quite like I imagined it,” she paused to smile up at him. “I never dreamed my girlfriends would be sharing a man with me, or that my man would be an orc. But it’s all real and I’m…I’m kind of scared. What if I screw up? What if I’m outed? What if, what if—you know?”

	“You’re safe,” Trorm said.

	Nymal glanced at Winnie and Abigail uncertainly. “I thought I was. I’ll be honest, my feelings are a little bit hurt right now—oh shit!”

	Trorm followed her gaze to find that Abigail and Winnie had stopped dancing. A pair of bouncers has approached and towered over them with stern faces. Winnie was shaking her head at something one of them was saying. 

	That one grabbed her arm and began hauling her off the dance floor. 

	Trorm saw red. 
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	Trorm stormed across the dancefloor. 

	At first the dancers were too caught up in their own enjoyment to get out of the way. The rest learned quickly after the first few were simply moved aside like water breaking upon the bough of a ship. Nymal hurried behind him and Israxa joined them.

	The bouncers were slower than the crowd to realize what was happening, too caught up with the struggling Winnie and shouting Abigail. The girls saw Trorm coming and the bouncers followed their gaze and spotted him. 

	They were both big men. Human and muscular. Trorm dwarfed them both.

	The one not holding Winnie’s arm stepped between Trorm and his partner. Once there he realized that Trorm wasn’t alone. And that Trorm was looking down at him. There was a momentary breach in his impassive, professional mask. The man was afraid. Good. 

	“Sir, I need you to back away,” the bouncer said. 

	Trorm bared his tusks. “Explain why your associate is manhandling my fiancé.”

	“Oh shit,” the one holding Winnie muttered. Out of the corner of his eye Trorm spotted a line of red running down his cheek. Winnie had clawed him. Good girl. 

	“The head of security wants a private word with her,” the bouncer in front of Trorm said. “It doesn’t concern you or anyone else.”

	“The frozen hells it doesn’t,” Trorm snarled. “If you believe her to be a security risk, we’ll leave. If your boss wants to talk, he can talk with all of us.”

	“Sir,” the bouncer said, voice hardening. Trorm recognized that tone. It was the voice of a warrior preparing to fight. Words wouldn’t make a difference to this man. His honor was on the line before his clan and he couldn’t back down without losing it. He needed to dominate the conflict, either through exerting his will or by physical confrontation. Under other circumstances Trorm would have been sympathetic. He would have thought of a way around the issue to let the man save his honor. But the man’s clanmate had his future bride. That rendered Trorm’s concern for the man’s honor and well-being negligible. 

	“If you do not calm down, I’m going to have you escorted off the premises and banned,” the bouncer continued. 

	Unfortunately, simply breaking the bastard’s spine wasn’t a viable option. There were too many ways that could come back to hurt him. Especially done so publicly. 

	That thought gave Trorm an idea. He spoke loudly, so that the surrounding crown of onlookers could hear over the music. “If you believe there’s a security issue then let’s get the police here. I’ll call them myself.” Trorm pulled out his phone. “I consult with them on a daily basis and her sister—” he pointed at Abigail “—is a paladin of Thodos. I’m sure they can sort this out.”

	The bouncer still holding Winnie mouthed several swearwords.

	The man before Trorm’s face shifted through several colors and his whole body began quivering. He was caught between his orders and the very real possibility of having cops in his club. Possibly even a paladin. 

	He looked like he was about to protest when he realized how many phones were being held up to record their altercation and the way people in the crowd were muttering. Barely audible over the music, Trorm’s name surfaced over and over from the collective murmuring. 

	“Coldstorm!” 

	A look of pure relief swept over the bouncer’s face as Gnar Sunblight stomped his way to the confrontation. 

	Trorm hadn’t realized it before but Gnar was bigger than him. His fellow orc was a fighter. In Orcish Gnar demanded. “Are you shitting on my clan’s honor, Coldstorm?”

	“These maggots you call clan are shitting on mine,” Trorm replied, also in Orcish, gesturing at the man still grasping Winnie’s arm. “They tried to take my woman.”

	Gnar grunted in a sound that was half exasperated understanding and half challenge. 

	“Kick his ass, Gnar,” the bleeding bouncer holding Winnie called out. 

	Winnie moved with the speed only a lagothrope cheerleader could manage and kicked the man in the balls. He doubled over, releasing her so that he could vomit all over the floor. Winnie hopped clear, ducking around the other bouncer to get to Trorm. 

	The other bouncer lunged forward and Gnar stuck out an arm, stopping him cold as he caught him in the chest. “Stop.”

	The bouncer spluttered for a moment. “The boss needs to see her. You turning on us, Gnar?”

	Gnar grunted, the noise insulted and derisive. He turned to Trorm and continued in Orcish. “Boss wants to see your woman. Bring her to him? We settle this quiet. No dishonor.”

	“Your clan violated my clan’s honor,” Trorm said. “They offer no explanation and spit on my shadow.”

	Gnar shrugged. “They’re human. They spit on their own turds.”

	Trorm laughed. He couldn’t help it. The bark just came out. It had been so long since he’d heard orc slang.

	“We’ll see your boss,” Trorm said, returning to the tongue of Aflana. 

	“She fucking nutted me,” the bouncer who’d thrown up said, forcing himself upright. 

	“I’ll nut you,” Gnar said, showing the man a fist. Both of the other bouncers backed away. 

	Gnar jerked his head and made for an elevator near the bar. 

	“Let’s see what this is about,” Trorm said to his women and made to follow. 

	“What’s going on?” Nymal asked Winnie as they fell in around Trorm. He wished their outfits allowed them to carry weapons and keenly felt the absence of his staff. 

	“No idea,” Winnie said with a shrug. “This motherfucker,” she jerked her head at the bouncer who’d had her, making her ears bob, “just came up and grabbed me.”

	Abigail gave the men, who’d fallen in behind them, a vicious glare. Neither of them noticed. They were too busy gaping at Israxa. Neither had apparently realized that she was a naga until they all started moving, and then spotted her tail. Both had to be realizing just how badly things could have gone for them between her and Trorm. An orc they might have been able to take unarmed. An orc and a naga together? Not so much. That any of their party might cast spells probably hadn’t even occurred to them.

	The elevator was crowded with Trorm and his fiancés. They refused to be split up and Gnar rode up by himself with them, radioing for other security to meet them. The two human bouncers couldn’t hide their relief when they heard that, and flinched at Gnar’s glare. 

	“Maggots,” Trorm said in Orcish. 

	Gnar grunted. 

	“I really need to learn Orcish,” Abigail said. 

	“I think you’ve got enough to be learning right now,” Nymal said. “I’ll start and then tutor you.”

	Gnar and Trorm both grunted.

	Rather than moving up, the elevator went down. Unlike the elevator they’d come up in, this one was clearly intended for staff use and it opened into an office below the party area of the spire. An exit, presumably leading to stairs, waited across the room half-cylindrical room, which looked out over the city of New Augustine. 

	A sofa and desk, both examples of over the top luxury, greeted them. The walls that weren’t windows had another door and multiple pieces of art and mirrors. 

	A stand of some kind stood next to the desk. Trorm had no idea what it was for but noted Israxa eying it. Was it a naga thing then? Or a druid thing? It was easy to forget she specialized in arcane biology and druidic magics.

	Four figures waited for them in the room. Three humans and one therianthrope. The therianthrope had grey fur, pointed ears and teeth, and golden eyes that locked onto Winnie and made her go still. A wolf therianthrope. A lycanthrope. 

	All of them were dressed in the simple black shirts and jeans of bouncers except the lycanthrope, who looked like he was there to party in black leather pants that were so tight Trorm had to wonder how he kept his genitals functioning. He also wore a leather jacket, probably to conceal a firearm. 

	“No Moon,” Winnie said, meeting the lycanthrope’s eyes, ears quivering with rage.

	“Hey, Gun Bunny,” No Moon said, flashing his fangs. “Did you miss me?”

	“Like, not at all,” Winnie said, glancing past him to take in the other security people. All human, two men and a woman. She nodded at each of them, ears bobbing. “Roxie, Norman, Pat. You’re looking good.”

	The woman, heavyset with dark skin and hair braided tight to her scalp, sneered. “You’re looking like a slut. Shotgun Winnie’s a gold digger now. Guess that’s one way to earn a living.”

	Winnie’s ears twitches and her eyes narrowed. 

	So did No Moon’s. He bared his fangs at Roxie. 

	She shrugged at him. “What? Not my fault you got it bad for a whore.”

	“Keep calling my fiancé a whore, and there won’t be enough ash left to identify your body,” Trorm said. Whatever this was, it was clearly personal. Their evening had been interrupted by people with guns, who were ostensibly there to protect them and were now blatantly abusing their authority to insult his woman. 

	At the word fiancé, No Moon’s head jerked around. Madness gleamed in his amber eyes. “What?” He looked at Winnie’s left hand, the movement furtive and seemingly reflexive. Relief seemed to sweep through him. “No ring.”

	Ring? Trorm had to think for a moment, then felt foolish. Humans and elves gave their prospective wives rings as a symbol of their devotion and wealth. Orcs didn’t have fiancés. They just married when they were ready. Had he given his lovers dishonor by not offering them each one?

	No Moon interrupted his thoughts, those manic amber eyes of his affixing themselves to Trorm as he sneered. “She’s still on the market. You couldn’t pin her down.”

	“That was always your problem, No Moon,” Winnie said. “I was never on the ‘market.’ No one owns me and I’m not for sale.”

	“You’re my mate, Winnie,” the wolfman snarled. “I don’t know what you think you’re doing with this rich boy player, but we belong together. I’ve always been faithful.” He shook his head.

	“You think Trorm isn’t?” Winnie asked crossing her arms.

	“You’re here with three other women,” No Moon snapped. “You tell me.”

	The taller of the two male humans, Pat, Trorm thought his name was, nodded and grinned at Trorm. “Respect, bro.”

	No Moon whirled on him. Pat shrugged and looked away, not meeting the lycanthrope’s gaze. 

	The gesture seemed odd to Trorm until following on the heels of it No Moon calmed down. Then he grew concerned. Therianthropes were removed from their animal counterparts, no matter what cultural stereotype said. Sure, there were some behavioral similarities, but it didn’t define them as individuals. Diverting your gaze was something you did to show a wolf or a dog that you weren’t challenging it. That No Moon would so quickly accept Pat’s false-submission said something to his state of mind. 

	“Come back to me, Winnie,” No Moon said. “Before the boss learns you’re here. I can bring you back into the fold.”

	“The fold of what?” Abigail asked looking around. “Running security for a nightclub? Poorly.”

	No Moon ignored her, his mad eyes unwavering from where they were locked onto Winnie. He had his prey and he wasn’t letting her go. 

	The others shuffled about, repositioning to better get to their firearms. 

	Trorm glanced at Gnar, who shrugged, then returned to the elevator. “Not my fight.”

	Whatever was going on, he wasn’t part of it. No Moon and the others had something personal going on with Winnie, divorced from the running of The Spire. 

	“We’re leaving,” Trorm said as the elevator Gnar had summoned re-opened. 

	A gun appeared in No Moon’s hand. “You’re free to go. But Winnie stays.”

	“Boss said kill her if she ever came back,” Roxie said, lip quivering. She hadn’t drawn a weapon yet, but she looked like she wanted to. 

	“The boss isn’t here,” No Moon snapped. “I am.”

	The elevator door behind him opened and a soft, feminine voice said, “Don’t worry, No Moon. I’m here now.”
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	A striking half-elven woman stepped out of the elevator. It was hard to tell because of her graceful movement and ageless features, but she seemed to be just entering her middle years judging from the slight hint of grey at her temples. Aside from the slight suggestion of silver, her hair fell about her face in dark, wavy rings, brushed aside to make room for an ash grey parrot riding upon her shoulder and revealing a pale purple scar just above her right jawbone.

	Her attire put Trorm in mind of Cherry Tempest, only in reverse. Whereas Cherry took professional attire and pushed it to the sexy extreme, this woman had taken clubwear and made it professional in a slinky back dress that dipped low to reveal her modest cleavage and short business jacket. She wore a silver chain of a belt around her waist, the buckle a skull with ruby eyes that pulsed with faint light, suggesting it was magical. 

	She stepped into the room like she owned it, which presumably she did, and the parrot flew from her shoulder, revealing a bright red tail. It landed upon the perch behind the desk and adjusted itself to look at No Moon. It squawked and said, in a raspy voice as it bobbed its head, “You’re in trouble.”

	“Boss,” No Moon said, not meeting the half-elf’s pale eyes. Everything about his posture screamed ‘submissive,’ a complete inversion from just moments ago.      

	The woman crossed the room and brushed a delicate hand over the lycanthrope’s lightly furred cheek, making him flinch. “Don’t make me collar you, dog.”

	Winnie let out a little hiss. There were some things you didn’t say to a therianthrope, Trorm knew. Especially not one as clearly unstable as No Moon. 

	The woman glanced around the room, eyes settling first on Winnie, then taking in Trorm, then finally Gnar. “What is Mr. Sunblight doing here?”

	“Leaving, Boss,” Gnar said, voice rough and accented. “If that’s cool.”

	“It’s cool,” the half-elf said. “Help yourself to some whiskey and take the night off. The good stuff. It’s supposed to help with bad memories.”

	Gnar grunted. 

	“We’ll be going as well,” Trorm said.

	The woman shook her head and sat back against her desk, as if they were having a casual conversation and not surrounded by people with guns. “You just got here, and I haven’t seen Shotgun Winnie in what, two years now?” She glanced around, as if expecting somebody to answer.

	Nobody did. 

	Gnar left. 

	A part of Trorm wanted to try and fight free. He was powerful. With Gnar gone probably the most physically powerful person in the room, barring Israxa, and a wizard on top of that. But casting a spell took time and he was unarmed. So were his lovers. No Moon already had a gun drawn. All it took was a hand movement and squeezed finger and him or one of his fiancés was dead. 

	He had to be patient and wait for his opening. 

	“Selma,” Winnie said with a nod of greeting. 

	Selma smiled. It was a cold expression. “Winnie. You’re back.”

	“No,” Winnie replied. “I left. I moved to another city. I didn’t even know you were here until security pulled me up here.”  

	Selma looked at No Moon, then around the room. “Why was Gnar here?”

	“Didn’t want Winnie to know it was us,” No Moon said.

	Selma’s glared at him, rising to her feet like a miniature storm. “Slicer business is Slicer business.”

	That glare turned on Winnie. “You’re out?”

	Winnie nodded. “Yes.”

	Selma looked pointedly at Trorm, then back to Winnie. “No play?”

	Winnie shook her head. “No play.”

	Selma smiled. The expression both youthened and softened her. “Then we’re cool. I blessed you out and you stayed out of our way until now.”

	“I swear, I totally didn’t know you were here,” Winnie said, then glared at No Moon. “Never would have known if No Balls hadn’t sent your bouncers to snatch me.” She glanced back at Selma. “You go legit?”

	Selma pouted. “You’re suggesting I ever wasn’t?”

	Winnie made a small snort but didn’t answer. 

	Selma closed the distance between them and extended her hand, palm down, to Trorm. He accepted it, wondered whether or not he was supposed to kiss it, and settled for a small, delicate shake. 

	“Selma Larieth,” she said.

	“Trorm Coldstorm,” Trorm replied. 

	Selma looked past him to Israxa. “And you, I believe, are Israxa Rana.”

	Israxa was very still behind Trorm. “I am.”

	Selma smiled like a shark. “Thank you for visiting my club.”

	“There’s no need to threaten anyone,” Winnie said. 

	Selma raised an eyebrow. “Who’s making threats?”

	She backed away and waved a hand. “You are free to go. Enjoy your evening.”

	Nymal punched the button to summon the elevator. It lit up and they waited. 

	“You know,” Selma said, freezing as if a thought had just occurred to her. “Some clients of mine were recently removed from my list. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you, Winnie?”

	Winnie shook her head. “I swear, I like, didn’t even know you were here. I don’t know the first thing about your clients.”

	The grey parrot flew from its perch to alight on Selma’s shoulder. She idly reached up and scratched its chin. “That is a relief. I don’t really follow football, but I hope the Mustangs have a good season when they start up again.”

	The parrot squawked. “You’re in trouble.”

	The elevator arrived and they left.

	 

	~

	 

	“What the frozen hells just happened?” Abigail demanded.

	They’d made it back to the new purple house and were all gathered in the master bedroom with wine and beer. The drive back had been silent save for a few moments when they thought that someone might be following them. Nobody was, but that fact did nothing to ease anyone’s nerves. 

	The new house hadn’t been properly furnished yet with the exception of the master bedroom, which had an absolutely enormous mattress set on the floor, purchased from the same company that provided both the Raxa manor and the Temple of Oona with their enormous beds. It was large enough to fit all of them easily, although only Israxa and Winnie were making use of it. 

	Nymal sat next to Trorm, the pair of them making use of the folding chairs they’d brought in, while Abigail paced with a beer in her hand. The nervous energy in the room wouldn’t have been so bad except that so much of it emanated from Winnie, who was hunched over, ears drooping. 

	This wasn’t the first time that their group had faced life threatening danger or been blindsided by enemies from their past. What made it different was that for each of those times they’d had Winnie, their literal cheerleader. Trorm had never realized just how much positive energy she poured into their group. Now that it was gone, they felt bereft. 

	Nymal seemed to be doing them all the most good. She’d been through enough that her calm demeanor was something of a balm. She was the only one who was calm. Trorm knew Israxa well enough to recognize that unlike Nymal, her stillness was born out of pure terror. Selma Larieth had recognized her and known which nest she belonged to. That could be dangerous. Tonight had been a big risk for her, for them all, and it had blown up in their face. 

	Between her terror, Abigail’s pacing anger, and Winnie’s utter dejection, it was small wonder that the room positively bristled with negative energy. It threatened to consume them all and reminded Trorm of his earlier conversation with Israxa. For all her observation, Abigail didn’t know how to rally them or feed them the positivity they needed to get their heads screwed on right. 

	Trorm would have to be the one to bring everyone to order. But he recognized that couldn’t always be the case. There was a missing element that needed to be in place. He needed a leader among his fiancés. Someone to step up and manage the elements he didn’t understand or couldn’t be a part of. Fortunately, this was not one of those times. 

	“Indelicately put,” Trorm said after a drink of beer. “But I think we all deserve to know why our lives were just threatened.” 

	Winnie shuddered. 

	“Before anything else though,” Trorm went on, stepping up and walking to the bed. He pulled both Winnie and Israxa to him. Winnie burrowed her face into his chest and Israxa went completely slack, all of the tension melting out of her so that her entire human body simply draped over him. 

	“I love you both,” Trorm said. “Tonight does not change that. Israxa, if we have to deal with your nest, then we’ll deal with them. You are mine and they will not take you from me or any of us. Understand?”

	Israxa nodded into his shoulder as he stroked her long black hair. His other hand brushed through Winnie’s shorter brunette locks. 

	“Winnie,” Trorm said down to her. “I’ve suspected your past was not pristine. That perhaps there was even some criminal element to it. I’ve never asked because it’s never mattered to me. You’re Winnie. I love you. You love me. Now, why don’t you tell us what it is we’re dealing with?”

	Winnie nodded, ears bobbing, and pulled away from his chest. 

	Nymal rose from her seat, putting down her wine glass and came over to them. Abigail put down her beer and followed. In short order everyone was adjusted so that Abigail sat on one of Trorm’s legs, Winnie the other, with Nymal in between and Israxa draped over his shoulders, her tail loosely coiled around the entire group.  

	“It’s…hard to talk about,” Winnie said, not meeting anyone’s eyes. 

	Nymal reached out and took her hand. “Hey. How many times have people coming after me caused problems for us, huh? This is just your turn.”

	Abigail let out a laugh. “No kidding. We’ve all got baggage. It’s about time we got to see yours.”

	Winnie gave them all a feeble smile. “I…was not a good person.”

	“We won’t judge you for who you were,” Israxa said, the end of her tail coming to rest on Winnie’s shoulder. “You’ve been a good friend and lover.”

	“I…ran away when I was little,” Winnie said. “The foster system can be tough and when you’re a bunny girl. Everyone thinks you’re a slut, even when you don’t know what sex is. So, I got out and found out the streets were just as dangerous. 

	“I learned quick. I needed to be dangerous too and I needed people to, like, watch my back. The short version is I ended up in a gang called the Slicers. Selma tried to sell me but…that didn’t work out. Mostly because of No Moon.”

	“The lycanthrope?” Nymal asked. 

	Winnie nodded. “He got it into his head that I was his ‘fated mate’ and started killing her clients. He’s not…stable. Anyway, I was too young to realize just how unstable and took his protection. I became a soldier and burglar like him, only I was smart. Smart enough that Selma started making better use of me. I became a pretty good thief for her.”

	“Shotgun Winnie?” Abigail asked.

	Winnie rolled her eyes. “A sawed-off shotgun was my favorite weapon. Scared the shit out of pretty much everyone. I…killed a few people. Then I got arrested.

	“I didn’t turn anyone in but got lucky, ended up with a pretty soft deal. I was still a minor, you see. Anyhow, I decided to turn my life around. I got blessed out.”

	“Blessed out?” Nymal asked. “You guys had a cleric?” 

	“She means that they beat the living shit out of her but left her alive,” Trorm said. That probably wasn’t all that it had entailed but he wasn’t about to bring that up. He dearly wished that he’d had his staff back at The Spire. Every one of those bastards would have been reduced to ash and cinders. 

	“So yeah, my records were sealed. I left, got my GED, and realized that if I got on a cheerleading squad I’d get into college. It’s kind of weird how these universities work, but hey, I did it, left everything behind and here I am.”

	“Here you are,” Trorm said, and kissed her.



Chapter Six
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	“We need to run,” Winnie panted when the kiss broke an eternity later, leaving them both breathing heavy. 

	Trorm scowled. “No.”

	“Trorm!” Winnie said, jerking back, ears going rigid. She would probably not appreciate being told exactly how much she looked like a startled rabbit in that moment Trorm decided. 

	“We’ve dealt with criminals before,” Nymal said. “It’s not like having some thugs come after us is something new.” 

	Nymal was right and sadly, more often than not, had been the subject of hateful attacks. It made something deep in Trorm’s chest hurt hearing those words from her. Not nearly enough to undermine the swelling pride he felt for his little elven warrior bride. Rather, it made him appreciate the strength she’d displayed in enduring everything she’d been through to be forged into the person she now was. It wasn’t traditional orcish strength and Trorm knew that many of his people wouldn’t appreciate it, but that didn’t make it any less real. 

	Winnie shook her head. Her ears stood so stiff that for once they didn’t bob. “Not like this.” A shadow passed over her face as she looked away, then with a visible effort of will, brought a hand to Trorm’s face and met his gaze. “Do you remember when I…I made my mistake?”

	She meant when she’d broken up with him. Trorm wasn’t likely to forget. It had hurt him deeply. He couldn’t blame Winnie for her decision. She’d been cursed into a nightmare laden coma against which she had no real defense. Trorm had since gifted her a ring that offered some protection against enemy spell effects to help her with her fear. She wore it religiously, even now. He nodded. 

	“That wasn’t my first bad experience with magic,” she admitted. “That’s part of why it scared me so bad.”

	Nymal and Abigail exchanged looks. 

	“But when we first met, at the Roaring Stag, you acted like you didn’t know anything about magic,” Nymal said. Considering how that encounter had gone down Trorm wasn’t surprised Nymal remembered it so clearly. She’d been toxically envious of Winnie and it had nearly ruined his friendship with the elf. 

	“I didn’t,” Winnie said. “I still, like, don’t really get how a lot of it works. You guys try to explain it and half the time it seems to, I don’t know, contradict itself. But anyway, I was hoping that seeing some good magic might help me, you know, like, get over being afraid of it.”

	“You’ve never shown any sign of being afraid of magic,” Abigail said. There was almost a note of accusation in her voice. 

	Winnie gave her the kind of flat look that Trorm hadn’t known she was capable of. “You never show any sign of being scared shitless of sharks.”

	Abigail shuddered. “Touché, bitch.”

	Winnie’s expression softened into a sad smile as she took them all in. “Selma Larieth is a sorcerer and she scares me. Bad.”

	Sorcerers and wizards worked with the same arcane energy but in very different ways. For a wizard like Trorm, spellcasting was a mixture of art and science. It was something learned and refined through years of practice. Given enough time and material, a wizard could theoretically reach a point where they could do anything with magic and learn any spell. 

	Sorcerers were born with a special connection to the energies that let them cast spells. In some ways they were more limited than wizards in that they only had a few select spells that their magical connection allowed them to perform. In others they were more versatile because their intimate connection to those spells allowed them to modify them more easily and even on the fly. 

	Trorm had deliberately practiced modifying his spells quickly, but it was hardly a common skill and until Trisha had become his familiar, it had been an incredible challenge. It was a new advantage he was still learning how to master. If he could, it had the potential to make him one of the most versatile spell casters alive, able to learn a wide array of spells like a wizard, and master each of them like a sorcerer.  

	“The grey parrot,” Israxa said. “It’s her familiar.”

	Winnie shrugged. “The parrot’s new. It could be.”

	Trorm nodded. “It is. Thank you, Israxa, I can use that information.”

	Familiar’s were not bound lightly. A good deal of consideration went into their selection, under normal circumstances as their animal partner allowed them a greater degree of specialization. Avian familiars enhanced a caster’s reconnaissance and divination abilities, which was why the forensics mage who worked for the New Augustine Police Department had a raven. 

	That was useful information that gave Trorm some insight into Selma Larieth’s abilities. With a parrot for a familiar her abilities likely revolved around gathering information rather than direct combat. It also suggested a degree of power and mastery over her spellcasting. Considering she was a half-elf, she’d probably already had a human’s lifetime of practice with her abilities. Small wonder Winnie was frightened of her. 

	“You guys don’t get it,” Winnie snapped. “There’s no using information against Selma or the Slicers. They’re dressing all nice now but underneath it they’re the worst kind of thieves and thugs. They will kill you.”

	She looked pointedly at Trorm and Israxa. “And that’s if they don’t find some worse ways to hurt you. Selma’s already as good as threatened your student visa with your football career and she knows about your nest Israxa. What happens when she calls the Rana family or gets you cut from the football team, Trorm?”

	Israxa went very still. 

	Trorm reached up over his shoulder and cupped her face in his hand. Israxa leaned into it. He could feel her gently quivering against his body, but she hid it well. She didn’t need to hide from him, and he didn’t blame her for being afraid of her family. They’d taken a risk tonight going out publicly like they had, and it had come around to potentially be wielded against them like a weapon. 

	“If Israxa’s nest chooses to make trouble for us, we’ll deal with it and we will stand beside her, just as we stand with you,” Trorm said. 

	Israxa moaned in assent. 

	“And you?” Winnie said. “Trorm, we’re all crazy enough about you that we want to marry you. What happens if she takes you away from us?”

	The energy in the room changed. It was subtle and if Trorm hadn’t spent so much of his life around brothers who could explode into violence at the drop of a bone he might not have recognized it. Nymal had shifted her weight. Abigail had become still. Israxa’s coils had tightened ever so slightly. All of it brought a smile to Trorm’s face. His brides would fight for him. If Selma did manage to do something to him, he almost pityed what these women would do to her. Almost. 

	“You all honor me,” he said. “We don’t run from our enemies.”

	“Damn right,” Abigail said as Nymal nodded, “Never.”

	Israxa rose from Trorm, sadness and savagery weeping from her in invisible waves. “If anyone wants to harm my new nest, they will find out exactly how powerful the heiress of Rana is.”

	Winnie stared up at her. It was the most assertive Trorm had ever seen Israxa be with any of them. She was usually the most mild, the most submissive, willing, eager even, to allow her sister-brides to take the lead. He’d never once forgotten that of all of his lovers, she was potentially the most dangerous, possessed of powerful might and magic, to say nothing of resources and an upbringing in a conniving society. His other fiancés though had only seen her be fierce in combat and never like this. 

	Trorm reached up and her furious gaze fell on him. They kissed. “I’m not going anywhere,” he said, voice barely more than a whisper. 

	“You’d better not,” she replied. 

	“None of us are,” Trorm said more firmly and loudly for them all to hear. He turned to Abigail. “Text your sister. Tell her about the Slicers running The Spire.”

	Abigail hurriedly produced her phone. “On it, but shouldn’t we be doing something?”

	“We are,” Trorm said. “We are putting someone with practice dealing with criminals and backed by a deity of law on their trail. If Selma and her Slicers are street toughs, then the question is, what are they doing running the most prestigious nightclub in New Augustine.” He looked to Winnie. “Things have clearly changed since you left them. But things have changed for you as well.”

	He looked around at all of them. “We are not running, and we are not alone. We have each other. We have allies. And we have experience.” He met Winnie’s eyes. “This isn’t orcish pride talking. We have resources and power that we didn’t even a few months ago.”

	Winnie’s lower lip began to tremble. 

	“We love you, Winnie,” Trorm said. “And we’re staying right here. With you.”

	Winnie threw her arms around Trorm. Normally she was neither heavy enough nor strong enough to knock him over but as he was essentially balancing each of his lovers and weighted down by Israxa draped over him, he toppled over backward onto the bed, spilling everyone in a tangle of limbs.  

	“You all are crazy,” Winnie said with tears in her eyes. 

	Israxa slithered free from beneath Trorm and brought herself face to face with Winnie. “You’re the one who’s crazy. Do you think none of us knew the risks when we entered this relationship? We each bring enemies and complications. This time it’s just your turn and none of us love you any less for it.”

	She cupped Winnie’s face and made to lean into what was clearly intended to be a gentle kiss. Winnie completely undermined that effort by virtually attacking the naga, leaping up Trorm’s body to press her lip’s to Israxa’s.

	Trorm took a moment to appreciate the view of his lovers making out in their scanty dresses from below. Winnie’s skirt had ridden up her thighs, which had parted around his head so that her knees could rest on the mattress as she’d gone up his body. She wasn’t wearing panties. 

	Movement on either side of him drew his attention as Abigail and Nymal recovered and climbed up the enormous bed. Abigail seemed to be giving Nymal some instruction and together they both took hold of one of Winnie’s arms. She was pulled out of her kiss with Israxa, moaning with disappointment that quickly turned to glee as her head was turned so that Abigail could kiss her and then turned so that Nymal could do the same. 

	Everyone seemed to have the same idea at once and a swarm of hands made short work of Winnie’s dress, pulling it free of her in a confusion of movement that left her naked between them all, writhing beneath their collective attention as those same hands roamed her body. Trorm grinned and quickly cast the spell that would let Trisha ignore what they were about to get up to. This wasn’t exactly how he’d hoped to reach this point this evening, but he’d take it.
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	Trorm and Winnie kissed, tongues twisting and twining in each other’s mouths, not fighting for dominance but savoring the dance. Hands caressed their bodies. Trorm’s hands on her. Her hands on him. Other hands, divesting Trorm of his clothing. One pair focused on unbuttoning his shirt while another unbuckled his belt. Slowly his clothing was removed, leaving him as nude as Winnie on the bed. Only then did they break their kiss. 

	Israxa’s tail twined about them and she guided them to the mattress, Trorm atop Winnie with Israxa’s sinuous length binding them together. A mouth found Trorm’s length and kissed its way along the shaft. The mouth seemed tiny. Was it Nymal? Winnie shuddered, arching her back to press herself into him as she gasped. Abigail must be between her legs then. 

	Israxa slithered up even with them and ran her hands along Winnie’s long, bunny ears. Trorm had discovered their sensitivity early on in their relationship and Israxa had clearly been paying attention as well, because her delicate fingers played along the length with the skill of a musician, making Winnie’s eyes go wide and stare off at nothing for a moment. “Oh, Fuxdus,” she gasped. 

	Trorm nearly swore as well as the mouth that had been kissing his shaft reached his head and, with great difficulty, sucked it in. The pleasure was sharp and sweet. It was definitely Nymal loving his erection. Of his lovers, she struggled the most giving him oral sex, which given the size of Trorm’s tumescent organ and the size of her delicate mouth, only made sense. 

	Each of his lovers was distinct in their lovemaking, their technique and preferences as different as their bodies and personalities. Trorm removed a hand from Winnie to reach down and caress Nymal’s face, brushing her pointed ear, her cheek, and her hair as she forced herself to accept more of his girth into her mouth. Teeth scraped lightly against his sensitive flesh and her tongue lashed over the tip, swirling about it with impassioned aggression. 

	Finally. she pulled back, the air shocking against the wetness she left behind on Trorm. “Damn,” she said, stroking him in her small hand, then giving the underside of him a long, loving lick before another set of hands took him from her. Trorm had been so caught up in the feelings Nymal had been eliciting in him that he’d failed to notice Israxa slithering down his and Winnie’s bodies to between their legs. 

	She had taken over for Nymal, deftly swallowing the whole of his shaft in a way that no human, elf, or orc could ever replicate, and withdrew, leaving his entire length dripping. 

	“So not fair,” Nymal muttered, but it was a mutter of awe, said absently as she watched Israxa guide Trorm’s erection to Winnie’s waiting sex. He felt other hands there—Abigail’s—holding Winnie’s hot, wet folds open for him as Israxa aligned his tip and slid him in so that the part of him that had just been in Nymal’s mouth rested just inside Winnie’s channel. 

	“I thought that you preferred being tied up?” Nymal asked, half scolding Israxa. 

	Trorm felt Israxa’s shrug through her coils rather than seeing her do it. 

	“It’s not about the bondage for her,” Abigail’s voice said from out of sight. “It’s about the safety. The knowledge that we all love and respect one another. That we are in concert, not conflict.”

	“The bondage, it’s fun,” Israxa admitted. “But yeah, it was more about the trust and knowing I don’t have to fight.” 

	The sound of kissing came from below them and Trorm decided he’d spent enough time not kissing Winnie and corrected that. His lips found hers again. His hand slid up over Israxa’s tail, up Winnie’s side, finding her breast and massaging it. 

	“I trust you all,” Israxa said. “I love you all.” Another kissing sound, and Trorm felt her hair, followed by her cheek, caress his inner thigh as her lips kissed Winnie next to his and her union. 

	“Oh, Oona, that’s so hot,” Abigail said. 

	Out of the corner of his eye, Trorm saw the tip of Israxa’s golden tail lift up, riding between Abigail’s heavy breasts and then her lips. Abigail sucked the tail into her mouth and pressed her cleavage together. Her legs wrapped around a thicker section of Israxa’s tail and she ground her bare sex against Israxa’s coils.

	Trorm pressed his hips forward, driving his shaft slowly, inexorably into Winnie’s hot passage. She was tight and wet for him. Her hips pressed back against him, trying to force more of his immensity into her faster. She moaned into his mouth. Whimpered. Groaned, breaking their kiss as she bucked against him. 

	“Trorm,” she called out. “Oh, Trorm. Oh, Fuxdus. Take me.”

	He did. Slow and steady thrusts that crushed her down into the mattress beneath him over and over. Her body struggled to accommodate him, each thrust coming a little easier than the one before it, met with the sounds of wetness and flesh striking flesh. 

	Israxa’s coils shifted. The end of her tail left Abigail, who fell back to the mattress, grinning and panting, to slither between Trorm and Winnie’s thighs. As it drew nearer to their union, Trorm thought for a moment that Israxa meant to try and force herself into Winnie alongside his shaft. Then her tail dipped lower and Winnie gasped into his mouth as Israxa’s tail entered her through her back entrance. 

	Winnie squealed in pain and delight, spread legs kicking as she was double penetrated. Through the wall separating her channels, Trorm could feel Israxa sliding into their lover against his own length, filling Winnie up completely. Their kiss broke. 

	“Oh, gods above!” Winnie cried out. “Oh yes. Oh yes. Oh Fuxdus, it’s too much. More. More. Oh! I don’t know if I can take it.”

	“Do you want us to stop?” Nymal asked, climbing up even with them, concern evident in her voice and face. 

	“Gods no,” Winnie said. “Don’t you dare. Don’t stop. Don’t stop. Oh yes! I’m so…FULL!”

	Double penetration was not an activity that Trorm had ever given any consideration to. For one thing, he wasn’t about to share his lovers with another male, so it had seemed a forgone conclusion that it wasn’t a possibility. Clearly he had not been imaginative enough. Now that he was considering it though, his thrusts timed to match Israxa’s tail, he realized that the nature of their lovemaking offered an advantage that would be impossible were their lover not Israxa. 

	Trorm picked up the pace. Harder. Harder still. Faster. There was no body on the other side of Winnie to worry about, no way Israxa was going to be dislodged by accident, and her coils weren’t about to be injured by him growing more vigorous with Winnie. Her tail wriggled and thrust faster in time with him and Winnie screamed. 

	Her head fell back. Her body arched, breasts thrusting up to bounce, hips bucking wildly, as if unsure which invader to try and encourage or escape. Her sex clenched down on Trorm, spasming. Her entire body went rigid. He forced himself into her harder still, driving her into Israxa’s coils and the mattress below. 

	Wetness splashed upon his groin as she orgasmed. “Oh, Fuxdus!” 

	Another orgasm crested. Winnie’s right leg began kicking as she cried out, thumping at an impossible pace over and over into the bed. 

	Abigail’s blue braids came between Trorm and Winnie as she brought her mouth to Winnie’s free breast, capturing the nipple between her lips. Winnie cried out and came again, leg thumping. 

	Israxa cried out next. 

	Trorm glanced over to find that she’d laid her human torso beside them and had Nymal’s face lowered to her sex. Her breasts heaved and she looked down at Nymal, then up at Trorm with rapture. Her tail never let up its assault on Winnie’s back passage. 

	Winnie came again and this time her leg went still. “S-stop! No more. No more. Too much.”

	Trorm slowed, then stopped. Through the barrier of Winnie’s flesh he felt Israxa slide free. She gasped and shuddered at the sensation and a moment later, Trorm allowed his own erection to slip out of Winnie’s folds. They clung to him as he pulled out, as if reluctant for his body to leave her, but she was clearly exhausted. He popped free an instant later, rampant and wet with her fluids, splattering a few drops up over her belly. 

	“I…love…you,” Winnie said in a daze. 

	“I love you too,” Trorm replied. 

	Abigail lifted her head from Winnie’s breast and kissed her. Then she sat up and kissed Trorm, one hand going to his erection. Her fingertips were barely able to touch as she stroked him and brought her lips to his. “I need this inside me,” she said breathlessly as she pulled away. “And you need some release.”

	Abigail turned around, straddling Winnie, and lowered herself over their lover. Her breasts pillowed against Winnie and she lifted her ass up, revealing her glistening sex. The position of ultimate submission to orcs. 

	“Take her,” Winnie urged from below, hands grabbing Abigail’s hips. “Take her hard, Trorm!”

	Trorm couldn’t resist. He grabbed Abigail by the waist, fingers brushing against Winnie’s, and thrust himself into Abigail. There was no gentle start, no easing into it. One moment his thick erection was outside of her and the next it was buried halfway to the hilt, her flesh stretched to accommodate his girth. 

	Abigail threw her head back and cried out. Her body clenched down on the invader. Had she not already been so worked up this would have hurt. As it was, she instead cried out, “More! Take your orc-wife, Trorm!” 

	He slammed into her, shoving her down into Winnie, who grabbed Abigail’s face and captured her mouth in a passionate kiss. It lasted only a few seconds, broken by the force of Trorm’s continued thrusting as he quit holding back and gave Abigail every ounce of strength he had left in him. She cried out, coming once, then twice as Winnie stroked her braids and back. 

	Then Trorm exploded inside of her. He thrust deep and stayed there as his orgasm pulsed through him in waves, spilling his seed.

	“Oh, Oona, yes,” Abigail murmured, letting the tension she’d held in her body free and melting onto Winnie. 

	Trorm slipped free of her, going slowly flaccid. His seed dribbled slowly from Abigail’s sex and down onto Winnie’s, the white of it contrasting strongly with her chocolate skin and Winnie’s light brown fur. 

	“I think we both needed that,” Winnie said, giggling. 

	Abigail joined her, then glanced over. “Hey, you haven’t gotten yours yet.”

	Trorm followed her gaze and found Nymal laying atop Israxa. She was bare from the waist up but hadn’t divested herself of her dress so that it bunched around her hips. 

	Nymal flushed. “It’s okay. I’m just glad to have been a part of everything.”

	Abigail got a thoughtful look on her face, then half-climbed from Winnie without moving her hips to press her forehead to Nymals. “We love you too, you know. We want you to have fun and feel good and we love you.”

	Nymal smiled. “I love you too.”

	“Then let’s get you naked,” Abigail said. 

	She and Winnie shifted and pulled Nymal up Israxa’s body so that they could reach her dress and pull it down from her hips. The underwear she wore was thick and shiny and covered everything completely. 

	Abigail frowned at it. “You’re still wearing these with us?”

	Nymal flushed. “We were going out. I really didn’t want to have to worry about Little Nymal.”

	Winnie laughed. “I like that. Little Nymal.” She glanced back at Trorm. “I’m a big fan of Little Trorm. Though I guess he’s not so little.”

	Israxa helped slide the heavy, concealing panties down Nymal’s hips and her erection sprang free, a piece of tape clinging to one side. She was about average length for an elf and uncut. Her hormone regimen had shrunk her girth since the last time Trorm had seen her, though she also looked more erect than she normally got without direct stimulation. Not exactly hard, she struggled to be hard, but she was fully engorged, her foreskin almost completely pulled back from her tip. 

	“Guess we got you a little excited,” Abigail said, plucking the tape free. 

	Winnie leaned down and kissed the tip. “We’re sorry, we didn’t mean to ignore you.”

	Nymal gasped. “I-It’s okay.”

	Israxa cupped Nymal’s face in her hand and guided her face so that their eyes met. “May I take you in my mouth?” she asked, hesitantly. 

	Nymal swallowed. “Y-yeah.”

	She was shifted so that she leaned back into Trorm, who brought his hands to her modest breasts and began massaging them as Abigail and Winnie spread Nymal’s legs apart. Her member bobbed in front of her as Israxa slithered into position. She smiled shyly up at Nymal, holding eye contact as she brushed her dark hair back behind an ear, then, in a single smooth motion, took the whole of Nymals sex into her mouth. 

	Nymal bucked. “Oh, Fuxdus!”

	Israxa shifted, bobbing her head up and down Nymal’s length. She pulled back, still holding eye contact, and with two fingers gently pulled back Nymal’s foreskin so that her tongue could swirl over the bright pink cap.  

	Nymal bucked again. “Oh—oh Fuxdus that feels good!”

	She gave another gasp as Trorm pinched her nipples. Her member visibly gained rigidity as Israxa resumed sucking on it. 

	“Hey,” Winnie said, kissing Nymal’s ear. “You’ve had Trorm inside of you, but have you ever, like, been inside someone else?”

	Nymal shook her head, eyes half closed, biting her lower lip. “I-I-I don’t…no, I’ve never done that. I don’t…” she glanced up at Trorm.

	He shrugged. How his brides pleasured each other was for them. So long as they brought one another joy, he was alright with their activities. 

	Israxa pulled back, letting Nymal’s now wet member pull free. “I’d offer, but…I don’t think it would work for us.”

	Nymal nodded in understanding. Israxa’s passage was the tightest that Trorm had ever encountered and not really designed for mammalian members. Nymal might have gotten harder, but she would still have a problem penetrating Israxa. 

	“Want me to be your first?” Winnie asked.

	Nymal bit her lip. “I…that would be lovely, but…” she blushed. “Oh gods, I’m such a pervert.”

	“Uh, hedonism and ecstasy cleric,” Abigail said, pointing at herself. 

	Nymal nodded. “Well, Trorm came inside you. And I…he took my virginity. I’d like him to be a part of this too.”

	Abigail smiled and lay back on the bed, spreading her legs. Trorm’s seed glistened at her bare entrance. 

	Israxa and Winnie took up positions on either side of her while Trorm remained behind her. Nymal glanced over at Winnie. “We were supposed to be loving on you. I didn’t mean to hijack—”

	“Are you kidding?” Winnie said. “This is like, so hot.” She leaned over and kissed Nymal. “Thanks for letting me be a part of both your first times.”

	Israxa captured Nymal’s mouth next. “I’m grateful as well.”

	Israxa’s tail slithered around Nymal’s waist. Winnie reached between her legs and guided Nymal’s member to Abigail’s entrance, placing the head just inside the folds. 

	“Oh wow,” Nymal gasped. “It’s so hot. I didn’t…I didn’t think it would be this hot. It feels good.”

	“I’m glad,” Abigail said, leaning on her elbows so that she could see. 

	Slowly, Nymal slid into her. She gasped, throwing her head back, hips bucking. “Oh, Fuxdus, that feels good! Oh, yes. Oh, yes.”

	Trorm’s own erection returned and pressed against Nymal from behind. She glanced back at him. “Take me too? Please. I want you in me.”

	Winnie reached back and guided Trorm to Nymal’s ass. He entered her, slowly but powerful, in a single steady thrust that pressed her forward, burying her own length to the hilt in Abigail. 

	She screamed and her hips bucked. Then she went still. 

	Her face burned crimson. 

	Winnie giggled and leaned down to kiss her on the cheek. “How was your first time.”

	Nymal trembled. “Oh gods, I came so fast.” She glanced up at Abigail. “I’m sorry.”

	“I’m not,” Abigail said, reaching down to cup Nymal’s face. “I love you, Nymal.”

	Nymal sighed, then wiggled her backside, glancing back at Trorm. “I finished, but I think someone else is ready to go again.”

	“Yes,” Trorm said, pulling free of Nymal’s body. “I am.”

	“Good,” Winnie said. “Because we so aren’t done yet.”
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	A section of the cavern wall pulled away in a perfect rectangular block the size of a small house and rushed across the spacious chamber coming right for Trorm. Dodging wasn’t an option. The solid mass of stone was too big and coming too fast. Instinctively Trorm made to conjure up his shield spell, raising his staff before him, the spell half-formed before he remembered that he wasn’t supposed to use it. More, against something that huge, there was no way the spell would be able to sustain itself. Not without Trorm tipping his hand, which would prove just as lethal as the oncoming block of stone. 

	Instead, Trorm reordered his mind and brought to the fore the new spell he’d just learned. His eyes darted to the golden ring of a serpent devouring its own tail on his finger, reminding him of the link he was trying to establish. The spell snapped into place just in time, opening a portal behind him. 

	He leapt backward through it an instant before the pillar collided with him—only to be forced to keep rolling as the edges of the portal sheered through the oncoming monolith, sending a perfect cylinder of stone coming through after him with the same momentum it had before. Trorm’s roll nearly sent him falling to his death. 

	The portal had opened up onto one of the many floating platforms that drifted through the air of the chamber for no discernable reason. The cylinder of stone finished passing through the portal and crashed down. The impact shattered the platform Trorm had only just managed not to fall off of, splitting it in half and sending him falling anyway. 

	Despite the surge of panic and adrenaline rushing through him, Trorm resisted the urge to conjure his shield again and instead opened another portal below him. He fell through and came out sideways at the same speed he’d fallen through, which sent him crashing into the ground to tumble across another floating platform. He went over the edge and barely managed to catch himself without dropping his staff. 

	He grunted in frustration and hauled himself back up to peels of feminine laughter that bordered on the girlish. On another floating platform sat a small figure with wild green and pink hair. Her face was ageless though decidedly adult, despite her child-like size. In one hand she held a wand, a golden serpent ring like Trorm’s glinting on a finger, in the other she held a half-eaten grilled cheese sandwich. If someone were to push her off the edge, Trorm wasn’t sure which she’d try to hold onto: the wand or the sandwich. He’d never been able to get a good handle of Fifi Hympress’s priorities, and not just because she was a gnome. 

	Fifi Hympress was a member of the secret cabal of wizards known as the Ouroboros Society and whose goal was nothing less than world domination. Theirs was an order intended to infiltrate and subvert control of every aspect of society and government through magic in an effort to create a shadow government that would assure world peace. Fifi Hympress was a powerful member in this society. She was also Trorm’s academic guidance counselor. 

	They were in the dungeon below Old Augustine, which New Augustine had been built atop of after an earthquake had sunk the original city. The society had taken over this dungeon, a semi-living structure, in an effort to study the dungeon core that was both the dungeon’s heart and mind. If they could master dungeon magic, they’d have the power to reshape the world itself around them in ways that typical spellwork simply wouldn’t allow. Not that there was such a thing as “typical” when it came to spellwork Trorm had discovered. 

	He glared at her, which only made the mad gnome woman laugh harder. 

	 

	Fifi Hympress
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	Fifi had been the one to provide Trorm his enchanted sunglasses, as well as the ring on his finger that proved his membership. There were some complicated enchantments on both, the former because Abigail had heavily modified them, which Trorm was counting on Fifi not knowing about. As for the ring, Trorm was still learning what it did. He suspected that it made casting this portal spell easier. 

	“It’s not enough just to cast a spell,” Fifi said. “You’ve got to cast with intention. Be aware of what the spell is going to do and what you’re going to do with it.”

	Trorm resisted the urge to retort with something rude. 

	They were in the dungeon now, which was why physics was being treated like a polite suggestion instead of a rule of certainty. It was also why the room was doing its best to kill him. Fifi and the Ouroboros Society had something of a deal with the dungeon’s core and could move freely throughout the magical structure without being attacked or dealing with the dungeons’s numerous traps. Theoretically this exemption should have extended to Trorm. And it had. Up until they’d reached this room and Fifi had told him it was time to practice his portal spell. 

	A piece of the ceiling high overhead, directly above Trorm and about the size of a school bus tore free and careened down at him like a meteor. Trorm ran, casting as he went, staff aloft and pointing at the end of the platform. The portal opened and he was almost to it when an enormous silver hand made of arcane energy appeared out of nowhere to slap him off his feet.

	The falling piece of ceiling hit an instant later and the platform was reduced to rubble. Trorm fell. 

	This time he cast his shield spell and landed bounced off a lower platform, then bounced again when he hit the floor. His shield spell popped like a bubble around him and dust and small debris fell over his face. 

	A powerful sense of amusement radiated from his staff. Trorm glared at it. 

	Got to make it look good.

	Trorm grunted and turned his glare upward to where Fifi was perched. Or rather, had been perched. She stepped out of a portal beside him, swallowing another bite of her grilled cheese sandwich. 

	“That big ass staff of yours is giving away your casting,” she said. “It’s easy to see where you’re wanting to open your portal. You’ll either need to either replace your casting implement with something better, like a freaking wand like I told you to way back when, or modify the spell template.”

	“You only just taught me the spell,” Trorm said through clenched teeth, getting to his feet. He towered over the gnome woman. He’d grown used to being the tallest person in the room since coming to Aflana, but the disparity between their sizes was ridiculous. He wasn’t sure whether to be more afraid of her because she’d be harder to hit, or be more concerned about tripping over her and accidentally killing her when his bulk crushed her. 

	“I did,” Fifi acknowledged. “You’re a quick study though. Think fast!”

	She fell through a portal that opened beneath her and two huge pieces of the wall flew at him from different directions. 

	With a grunt of frustration, Trorm whirled and conjured up an enormous silvery hand of energy similar to the one Fifi herself had just bitch-slapped him with. The hand slammed into the oncoming stone and left an imprint in the side as the fingers and palm sank into the material. The slowdown gave Trorm enough time to duck out of the way of the other oncoming monolith without being crushed. 

	He came up, opened a portal to an overhead platform, and ran through just as his force-hand was dispelled. Sweat poured off his brow. He lifted his hands high overhead and thrust his chest out as he took several deep breathes, forcing his lungs to fill to capacity. It was tempting to double over and rest on his knees, but he knew better. He needed oxygen and his eyes open. 

	When Fifi had insisted on training him, he’d expected to be spending time in the deeper sections of the school library, not fighting for his life again in the lost dungeon. It really was a shame she was a key figure in an evil organization bent on world conquest. This was the best training he’d ever had in his life. The little gnome was pushing him to his physical and mental limits, breaking him down and building him up as a better spellcaster. 

	The last remains of her grilled cheese bounced off his head. “What the frozen hells was that?”

	“Improvising,” Trorm answered, wiping his brow free of sweat and cheese. 

	“It was wasteful,” Fifi said, floating through the air to hover next to him. Flying like that was a spell Trorm was still learning. The hand had come easily enough—the template for the spell was similar to his shield. The portal spell though had been his primary focus. It was too useful to not be. Especially as it was the Society’s member’s favorite means of escape. If he was ever to capture them, he’d need to devise a means of countering it. 

	Trorm had no illusions about the sanity of his new patrons or their mission. They claimed they’d bring about world peace. If Trorm hadn’t been an orc that might have sounded good. It had actually taken Trorm a long time as a child to understand how other races could view such an atrocity as a good thing. The only way world peace could truly exist was if there was no conflict and conflict was what bred strength and vitality. If one didn’t have anything worth fighting for, then what did they have?

	Other races had this notion that world peace meant everybody getting along all nice and neat. Orcs heard world peace and imagined an empire of slavery, where no one was possessed of free will. Whatever the Ouroboros Society might teach him, it wasn’t worth that. When they’d presented Trorm with the opportunity to join them or die, he’d joined them, and was gathering everything he could to destroy them from within. 

	“You cast two spells and had to sprint out of the way,” Fifi said. “Your magical energy and physical energy are both depleted to unacceptable levels.” She sighed and with a wave of her hand, another section of the wall that had been threatening to tear free and try to crush him stopped in place. 

	“You’ve modified spell templates in combat before,” Fifi said, tone accusatory. “Even before you got a human familiar. What’s the problem, Trorm?”

	“Before, I was familiar with the spells I was modifying,” Trorm said. “I had their spell templates memorized back to front. Or I had an alternative power source.” At one point that had included Lilian’s divine paladin aura and at another the innate magical resistance of a horde of eldritch abominations. In the former case, the divine energy had transformed his spell completely by proximity. It would be more accurate to say that his spells had been blessed like a paladin’s weapon rather than truly modified. In the latter case, he’d had some time to work, with others keeping his attackers at bay until he could alter his familiar spell to bypass their defenses. 

	“And now that you have a familiar?” Fifi asked.

	Trorm looked around pointedly. “Do you see her here?”

	Proximity it seemed was a factor in how easily he could modify spells on the fly. “I can still do it,” he said, reasonably confident that he wasn’t lying. “But with a spell I just learned…I need practice.” Which he’d thought was what they’d been doing. 

	Fifi shook her head and produced a smartphone. “You were right. The test didn’t yield the right results.”

	Trorm scowled. “Test?”

	Fifi hung up and nodded. “Of course. I wanted to see how quickly you could adapt. You’re learning spells like a wizard but have the potential to master each of them like a sorcerer. Do you realize the advantage there?”

	Trorm gave her a flat look. Of course, he understood the potential advantage. Hadn’t this whole instance been about honing it? 

	The answer occurred to him an instant later. Yes and no. Fifi was a wizard. She’d never had to work with sorcerer-type casting before. She’d thrown him into the warg’s jaws in an effort to see how tough he was to chew. He’d proved capable, but this type of training wasn’t enough. 

	“You need a sorcerer to teach you,” Fifi said as Trorm realized the same thing. 

	Trorm allowed himself a grin as the platform lowered them both to the floor of the chamber. “I’m pretty sure the only sorcerer I know wants me dead.”

	Fifi shrugged. “That’s okay. We found one to help.”

	Trorm blinked in surprise. “That was fast.”

	“Meh, Hunt’s been wanting to put the two of you together for a while now, but I thought I could bring your potential out on my own.” She shrugged. “Arrogant I supposed. Oh well.” 

	The entrance to the chamber, a heavy iron door, swung open. Ishmael Hunt walked through. Like Trorm and Fifi, he was dressed more casually, forgoing the flowing black robes and faceless mask the Society favored when dealing with outsiders for jeans and a button up shirt. His spectacles gave his bald features a professorial quality, which was appropriate since he was the head of the conjuration department at the Academy of Arcane Ascension. 

	Trorm was about to extend a greeting when another figure followed him through. 

	“Trorm Coldstorm,” Fifi said. “Meet—

	“Selma Larieth,” Trorm interrupted. 

	

Chapter Nine
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	Selma Larieth wore a red silk blouse with a low cut that revealed the swells of her modest breasts and tight black jeans over shoes that seemed impractical for dungeon crawling. Her hair had been put into a casual, messy ponytail and her makeup wasn’t as heavy as it had been the other night. Atop her shoulder perched her grey parrot familiar. 

	Her eyes widened as she saw Trorm. 

 

	Selma Larieth

	Gender: Female

	Emotions: SURPRISED, ANGRY, AFRAID

	Interest Level: 3

	 

	The parrot spread its wings and beat them in the air. “You’re in trouble!” 

	Selma’s hand shot up, revealing a wand, and she cast something faster than Trorm would have thought her capable. He’d seen some impressive casting since coming to Aflana but nothing that blindingly fast. Even for a sorcerer she moved with almost unnatural alacrity. 

	The thought was the last conscious one Trorm had before what felt like a wall of cotton slammed into his brain. The psychic assault pressed in on him from all sides, making his thoughts slow and fuzzy. The pressure was gentle and persistent and seemed to carry with it a whisper. Selma wanted him to do something and it seemed like a very good idea. 

	With a snarl Trorm shoved back with his mental defenses. As a wizard, he’d had to actively hone his willpower and ability to focus beyond any measure of what a normal person would consider reasonable. Oddly enough, he’d found his athletic activities had helped him tremendously. The mental focus and blending of strategy with physical exertion had prepared him for high stress situations and combat in a gentler way than anything else had. It had been a less lethal pre-courser to Fifi’s own vigorous testing, which Trorm likely wouldn’t have survived had he not already had so much practice. 

	The invisible wall of cotton pressing into his mind erupted in flames, vanishing almost as quickly as it had been summoned. The abrupt absence had Selma staggering back. Her familiar took flight as its perch was disrupted and it squawked its displeasure. 

	Trorm’s staff rose, lightning crackling at the end, his favorite attack spell ready to fire almost as quickly as Selma had summoned her psychic attack. A portal appeared beneath Selma an instant before he unleashed it and she fell through. Rather than wasting the spell, Trorm held back and waited. Another second passed and Selma fell through a hole in the air directly behind Ishmael Hunt. 

	“Don’t kill my student, Trorm,” Hunt said, crossing his arms in a way that left him free to maneuver his wand. 

	“What is he doing here?” Selma demanded, regaining her feet, which had gone out from under her when she’d hit the ground. Trorm could have killed her three times over if it weren’t for Hympress and Hunt. Knowing how she’d participated in hurting Winnie he dearly wished he had the opportunity. 

	“Be silent,” Hunt commanded over his shoulder. FURY. 

	Selma went quiet. FEAR. 

	Fifi let out a long sigh. “Of course, the sorcerer we bring in is the one you’re having problems with. Gods above, Trorm. It can’t ever be simple with you, can it?”

	“Can I kill her?” Trorm asked. 

	“No!” Hunt, Fifi, and Selma all said at once. 

	“You’re in trouble!” The parrot squawked. 

	“Whatever quarrel you two have with one another, bury it now,” Hunt said. “Our society and our mission are more important.” Considering Trorm had killed the man’s son and he still believed in the cause of the Ouroboros Society strongly enough to bring Trorm into the fold, Trorm understood the man’s sincerity. Ishmael Hunt was a true believer in his cause, devout as any cleric. 

	“She and her people began our conflict,” Trorm said. “I only wish to end it.”

	“Not like that,” Professor Hunt snapped. “I’ve invested too much time and resources into her.”

	Selma glared at him. SURPRISE. 

	Interesting. She must have thought her position in the society, or perhaps her relationship with Hunt, more secure than a simple investment would suggest. 

	“Her people assaulted myself and my fiancés and threatened their well-being,” Trorm said. 

	“I never uttered a single threat,” Selma said. 

	Trorm glared at her. “You seem to be under the impression that the technicalities of your speech will protect you. I am not some eldritch spirit bound by the letter of your word.” He bared his tusks. “I am so much worse.”

	Selma visibly paled. FEAR.

	Fifi kicked Trorm in the shin. He glanced down to find her hopping in place holding her foot. “What are they feeding you,” she muttered, tenderly setting her foot back to the floor. 

	“Gnomes,” Trorm replied. “In sandwiches.”

	Fifi blinked up at him, then burst into laughter. “That’s so sick!” AMUSED. 

	Trorm returned his attention to the still flustered Selma. This explained how she’d been able to elevate herself from an arcane street tough to the owner of the hottest, most expensive club in New Augustine. She was connected to the Ouroboros Society. Trorm had only just begun to learn the power of networking though he’d yet to reap that sort of benefit from his association with Hunt and Hympress’s organization. The question then became, what was it that Selma offered the Society that made her valuable enough to be made a member?

	Hunt’s own son had been kept on the periphery because Hunt had believed, rightly so, that his son couldn’t grasp the bigger picture and work toward their goal. Trorm seriously doubted that someone like Selma gave a damn about world peace. Domination though, that would certainly appeal to her and would be something she’d trade nearly anything to be a part of. What then did she have to trade?

	She’d already been a member before him, so she couldn’t have just been brought in for him, though she did have to be fairly new. 

	She whirled on Hunt. “Do you not hear him threatening me? I may be new to the Society but I’m still senior to him.”

	“And you attacked him on sight,” Ishmael said, a note of disdain in his voice that made Selma flinch. “Almost as bad, you failed. He repelled your enchantment in an instant. Let that be your first and last warning to tread lightly, Larieth.”

	“Trorm,” Fifi said. “Selma’s going to teach you how to cast like a sorcerer.” 

	Selma gaped at the gnome. 

	“Selma,” Fifi said to her. “Trorm’s not going to rip out your spine and shove it up your backside. I think that’s a traditional orc threat, isn’t it?”

	“One of them,” Trorm said, not taking his eyes from Selma. 

	“Okay, first of all, he’s a wizard,” Selma said. “Ignoring the fact that he’s an orc, which means he probably can’t cast for shit to begin with, let’s focus on that. Wizards don’t cast like sorcerers.”

	“You may have noticed,” Hunt said dryly. “There is nothing typical about Mr. Coldstorm. I’d mind your words and follow your instructions.”

	Selma set her jaw and crossed her arms. “He hasn’t promised not to kill me yet.”

	“I won’t kill you while you’re teaching me,” Trorm said. “Continue to make yourself a nuisance to myself and the Society and I won’t hesitate to reduce you to a pile of ash.”

	Selma’s mouth opened but before she could retort, Hunt was nodding. “Well said.”

	Selma looked around at all of them like they were insane, which Trorm thought was a fair reaction. A better reaction would be her screaming in agony while his lightning coursed through her and incinerated her from the inside out, but he’d settle for this for now.

	“Fine,” she said. “How is this even supposed to work though?”

	“Trorm has a human for a familiar,” Fifi said. 

	The brought Selma up short. INTRIGUED. “He does?” She looked from Fifi to Trorm. “You do?”

	He nodded. “I do. The bond has greatly enhanced my casting versatility.”

	Fifi nodded. “Imagine, once we learn to replicate it, we’ll be able to bind people of influence and simultaneously dramatically improve our member’s ability to cast. Wizards with the mastery of sorcerers with politician familiars.”

	Trorm’s stomach went cold. He should have expected it. He’d been so caught up in the Society’s interest in the dungeon core that he hadn’t even considered what his own familiar bond could represent to them. Worse, Selma was nodding as if this were a perfectly logical leap in thinking. 

	“How did you manage it?” Selma asked him, seemingly unable to help herself. 

	“Divine intervention,” he replied. 

	She blanched. “That’s both less impressive and absolutely terrifying.”

	Less impressive because it wasn’t something that Trorm himself had figured out how to do. Terrifying because divine intervention.

	With a sigh she closed the distance between them and held out her hand. “We’re both Society members. There’s no need for us to be anything other than friends. So long as Winnie and Israxa and the others, good gods how many women are you with again? Anyway, so long as they’re all with you, they’re safe. Am I?”

	Trorm accepted her grip in his own, squeezing her hand hard enough to make her wince. He didn’t believe for an instant that she didn’t know exactly how many fiancés he had or what their names were. “So long as they are.”

	He released her hand and she shook it out. “Ouch.”

	“Play nice, children,” Fifi said. “We’ll be watching from over here while you play with your magic.”

	She and Hunt waved their wands and then flew through the air to alight atop one of the floating platforms. They were clearly discussing something though were positioned in such a way that they could keep an eye on Trorm and Selma. 

	“What do you think they’re talking about?” Selma asked. 

	Trorm glared at her. 

	“Fine, be that way,” she said, then eyed his staff. “Seriously? That’s what you cast with.”

	“I appreciate the versatility,” Trorm said.

	She raised an eyebrow. “Versatility? Wouldn’t a wand be better then? They make for more flexible casting, which is what you’re going for.”

	“Have you ever tried to brain someone with a wand?” Trorm asked. 

	Selma stared at him. “Okay. Moving on from that bit of stupidity. You wizards learn spell templates and then replicate them. It’s basically like using an equation to put your magical energy into a specific pattern. That sound about like what you do?”

	Trorm grunted in assent. He did not want to be here with this woman. He wanted her dead. He did not want to learn from her. Except that he needed to. Both to preserve his cover in the Society and because the knowledge she potentially offered him could change the entire way he cast spells. Fifi was right to be excited at the prospect of having a familiar like he did—leaving aside the fact that she meant to use it as a means of enslaving world leaders, it was a magical game changer. 

	“That’s not how sorcerers cast,” Selma said. “We’re more like artists than mathematicians. We feel the magic.”

	“How very hippy,” Trorm said dryly.

	She glared at him. 

	He took a deep breath. “You feel that magic. And do what?”

	“We have our own spells that are a part of us. Modifying them…it’s the difference between a martial artist and a gunman.”

	“Wizards being the gunmen in this metaphor?” Trorm asked. 

	“Exactly. You pick up a spell and it’s a tool. Sorcerers wield their magic almost like it’s a part of our bodies. In a way it is, I guess, since our power is rooted in genetics. We train what we have to in order to be powerful and versatile. What have you done so far on your own?”

	“I’ve inverted my shield spell to contain a bomb,” Trorm said. “And did the same thing with a firebolt spell to shove a blizzard down an elder salamander’s throat.”

	Selma stared again at him. FEAR. “Okay. Okay those are good uses. Inverting is the first step. Let’s try substituting.”

	“Substituting?” 

	“Yes,” she said. “You already said that you have a firebolt spell that you’ve modified and I saw that you’ve got some kind of lightning based spell. Try casting your lightning spell but substituting your electrical energy for thermal energy.”

	Trorm gave her a flat look. “It’s a chain lightning spell, I don’t think that’s how fire works.”

	She met his flat look with one of her own. “I don’t think electricity spontaneously appears at the end of a big wooden stick. Oh wait. Arcane energy makes the universe behave in ways that it normally wouldn’t. It’s almost like…magic.”

	Trorm supposed that he deserved that. 

	He extended his staff and began the familiar casting of his chain lightning spell. Only he tried to feel it out like Selma suggested. He focused and focused and finally, after several moments, he felt something. A presence that flipped a switch in his mind and by extension the spell. Flames sprang into existence at the head of his staff, twisting and twining about like angry serpents. 

	“Damn,” Selma said. 

	Trorm looked up to Hunt and Hympress. “We have a problem.”

	They leapt down and alighted before him and Selma. 

	“What is it?” Hunt demanded, glancing at his staff. “The spell seemed to work fine.”

	“It did,” Trorm said. “Because my familiar is drawing close. Trisha Madden is above the dungeon.”

	

Chapter Ten
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	“What were you doing down there, Trorm?” Trisha asked.

	She was dressed for work at the Roaring Stag. Black short shorts, black t-shirt, sensible shoes. She also had the shotgun she kept behind the bar. Considering she’d had to pass through the ruins of Old Augustine to reach the abandoned church of Thodos that housed the entrance to the dungeon Trorm had just emerged from, Trorm lauded the decision. He lauded even more that she wasn’t aiming it at him, despite the anger and confusion he could feel rolling off of her. 

	 

	Trisha Madden

	Gender: Female

	Emotions: ANGER, CONFUSION, LOVE, PROTECTIVE

	Interest Level: 10

	 

	Not that he needed the sunglasses where she was concerned anymore. The familiar bond let him feel her emotions almost as if they were his own. Mercifully there was a disconnect between himself and her shared feelings, so that his sense of them was more of an awareness, rather than an actual sharing and he was not forced to experience her emotions as if they were his own. Trisha was not entirely so fortunate, though he had at least managed to circumvent the most invasive aspects for her. 

	Trorm gave a sigh and crossed the temple to where she stood. “I thought you’d be at work.”

	“I’m supposed to be,” Trisha snapped. “Instead, I’m here because I kept sensing bursts of panic from you and catching glimpses of giant pieces of rock trying to crush you.”

	She glared up at him. CONCERNED. “You were in the dungeon.”

	“I was,” Trorm agreed. “I’m sorry you had to experience that.”

	“You’re sorry that I—” she sputtered, cutting herself off. “Trorm! You were soloing a dungeon! I know that sounds all heroic when some delver does it but that’s beyond dangerous. Oh, my gods, is this how you were planning to support everyone in that big new house?” 

	She shook her head, sending her sensible ponytail bouncing, and began pacing. “That has to be it. You have to know that the money you all made from that craziness here before can’t last, especially not with the taxes on that property you just bought. How did I not see this before?”      

	She was talking more to herself than to him, Trorm realized. Processing things allowed. Were things different, he would leave her to it and allow her to reach her conclusion on her own. Unfortunately, she was drawing the wrong one. 

	“I’m not delving,” Trorm interrupted, bringing her up short. 

	She glared up at him, then pointed at the entrance he’d come out of behind the alter upon the dais that headed the temple. “All evidence to the contrary!” 

	She looked like she wanted to add more to the rebuke, but cut herself off, closing her eyes and taking a deep breath. It did interesting things to her chest that Trorm had no business noticing, even if her attire was intended to deliberately draw the male gaze to earn better tips. It was so easy to forget her real age and experience, that she was the mother of his friend and his lover. 

	A switch flipped in Trorm’s mind and he understood. On some level Trisha had already worked through this process and come to the conclusion that he was delving, and she’d come to help him. More, she was making a conscious effort to speak with him as an equal instead of as a frustrated mother talking down to him. He was willing to bet that the words she’d just stopped herself from saying were something along the lines of “young man.”

	“Thank you for coming to my aid, Trisha,” Trorm said. “I promise you, on my honor and the honor of my ancestors, that I was not delving.”

	She gave him a pensive look, dark eyes swirling with thoughts. Though she appeared calm and ready for action, Trorm could sense a veritable riot of emotions whirling within her, many of which twisted together to form complicated weavings that made them all but inseparable. Was that a human thing, or a woman thing—he couldn’t tell and couldn’t identify half of what it all meant. All the sunglasses had to say on the subject was CONFLICTED, which was not especially helpful. 

	But it gave Trorm an opening. One he was more than willing to take. “We need to go.”

	“We’re not going anywhere until you’ve explained what’s really going on here,” Trisha said, cocking her hip. If she hadn’t been holding a shotgun, she probably would have crossed her arms. Either way, the glare she leveled at him was fierce. 

	“I cannot tell you anything until we’ve gone somewhere more secure,” Trorm said. “We’re too exposed here.”

	Trisha looked like she wanted to argue, but resisted the urge, glancing around as if she expected them to be attacked at any given moment. “Alright,” she said, and followed him in stony silence from the temple, back through the ruins of Old Augustine, and up to where they’d left their vehicles in the city proper. 

	The draco-truck made her soccer-mom car seem small and sad next to it and one of its three mechanical heads was twisted about to sniff at Trisha’s car’s exhaust pipe. 

	“Are we less exposed now?” Trisha asked, tossing her gun into the back of her car, casually shoeing off the metal draconian head.

	Trorm looked pointedly around all the open space around them and down the streets. 

	“Fine,” she said, opening the door to her car. “Lead the way.”

	He did, and a short while later they pulled up in front of the purple house he had just finished purchasing. 

	“Yes, we’re clearly much safer in suburbia for this talk,” Trisha said, hopping out of her car. She gave the purple house a disgusted look, as if it had mortally offended her, then turned back to Trorm. “Are we less exposed here?”

	“Not yet,” Trorm said and led the way inside. 

	The door closed behind them and Trisha asked, “How about now?”

	“No,” Trorm replied. 

	“Frozen hells, Trorm,” Trisha said as he walked over to the stairs. “You don’t think you’re being a little ridicu—” she cut off as he pressed his hand to an empty space on the wall, which flashed with runes then dissolved, revealing a concealed elevator door. 

	Trisha scowled and joined him in the elevator, which closed behind them and began playing a steady drumbeat. She glanced up at him. “Orcish elevator music? Really?”

	He shrugged. “It’s my house.”

	“Yeah,” Trisha said slowly. “Pretty sure there wasn’t a lower level in the architect’s original design. And you just bought the house. How could you have possibly installed an elevator since yesterday.”

	The door opened with a heavy drumbeat. “I didn’t.”

	Beyond was a cave with soft bistro lights hanging from the stalagmites, bright enough that all of Trorm’s brides could see without hurting his own eyes. Despite the rough walls and ceiling, the floor was smooth underfoot as they exited the elevator. Apart from the cave itself, there wasn’t a whole lot to see yet. 

	Off to one side was Trorm’s combination of laboratory and office. He liked the idea of it being a library as well, but there wasn’t much point cluttering his space with extra books when he had both his tablet and laptop. On the table resided blueprints and plans held down by arcane materials and several pages of other material. The desk was more neatly organized, with stacks of documents on one side, a filing system on the other, and Trorm’s laptop in the middle. 

	All of which was immediately overlooked by the huge array of monitors and linked computer towers arrayed off to the other side, the light of which illumined the cavern far more clearly than the bistro lights and stung Trorm’s light-sensitive eyes even with his sunglasses on. The light fell upon a figure sitting in a rolling chair, clicking away ecstatically on a fancy-looking keyboard. 

	“Hey, Mom,” Abigail said, pushing her chair back and whirling it around, the wireless keyboard coming with her. The sudden motion made her blue braids swing about and nearly dislodged her glasses. She was back to an oversized hoodie that all but swallowed her up. Trorm idly wondered what she was wearing beneath it. Knowing her as he did now, he suspected it wasn’t much. 

	Trisha tossed him a quick glare, apparently sensing his appreciation for Abigail, and then sighed, shaking her head. “Trorm, by all the gods above, what is going on? You won’t tell me what’s going on and you’ve somehow managed to build a lair straight out of a comic book overnight. Level with me.”

	“Do you want the short version or the long version?” Trorm asked. 

	“Start with the short,” Trisha said without hesitation. “Then give me the long.”

	He nodded. “There is a secret cabal that Lilian has been hunting since I arrived. They revealed themselves to me and pulled me into their ranks without realizing that Abigail records everything my sunglasses see. Together we’ve been gathering intelligence to present to Lilian and the police.”

	To her credit, Trisha didn’t bat an eyelash. “They’re dangerous?” 

	“They work with criminals who kill and traffic people,” Trorm said. “I haven’t caught them doing anything truly incriminating yet, but as they’re goal is world domination, I suspect it’s just a matter of time.”

	“And the superhero lair?” Trisha asked. 

	Trorm held out his staff and the wood around the top peeled back, revealing a glowing purple crystal that pulsed with merry light. Hello, beautiful, the dungeon core said in Trorm’s head. 

	“The cabal is attempting to study this dungeon core in an effort to replicate its powers,” Trorm said. “The core does not like their attempts to coerce it into cooperating. For the moment, we have arranged an alliance. It hid its consciousness inside my staff and has been growing a new body while the cabal has been working with an artificial consciousness contained within the shell it left behind.”

	Trisha stared at the core, then looked from it to Trorm’s face. 

	“This is it, why you were so keen to purchase a piece of property and how you managed all of this so quickly,” she gestured around the cave. “You’re literally making a new dungeon below your house.”

	Hello, I’m the one making a new dungeon below your house, the core said, indignant. 

	“The core is, yes, but it’s not a true dungeon. This is only a placeholder until it can be safely returned to its own dungeon or hidden away to grow a new one,” Trorm said. As much as he would have liked to keep the core for himself to produce an archmage tower, he knew that he wasn’t at that level of skill yet. Any attempt to coerce the core to his will could only backfire dramatically upon him. What was more, he’d given his word and intended to honor it. In the meantime, the core made itself useful. 

	“This is how we’re going to make more than enough money to sustain the house and ourselves,” Trorm said, gesturing at the core. 

	Trisha gave him a skeptical look. “By making caves and monsters?”

	“Mineral rights,” Trorm said.

	She blinked. SURPRISE. 

	“I’ve had Cherry researching means for me to make money in Aflana on a student visa. I’m only allowed a single job as a non-citizen and even my position with the New Augustine Police Department is suspect. I need a means of staying here and making money in a way that won’t prevent me from working.”

	Slowly she nodded in understanding. “But you’re allowed to own things.”

	“Just so,” Trorm said. “I’ve been working with the Bright family to arrange several contracts. The core has been building up an immense pool of fossil fuels below our property. I will be paid handsomely by the Aflana government regularly for the right to install a pipeline.”

	“Okay,” Trisha said, holding up her hands. “Okay, I need the longer version now.” 

	Trorm gave it to her. 

	“These people are absurdly dangerous, Trorm,” Trisha said when he’d finished. “And smart. You don’t think that they’re going to notice when you start selling oil out of your backyard or eventually realize that the core you left with them is a fake?”

	“Eventually,” Trorm said. “But it won’t be much longer before they reveal something damning we can share with Lilian.”

	“How can you be sure of that?” Trisha asked. 

	“Selma Larieth,” Trorm said. “She’s a sorcerer not a wizard, and a street gang boss. Vicious, but not the sort of intellectual the Ouroboros Society prefers to recruit. They’ve given her the biggest nightclub in New Augustine, which seems impressive until you consider they’re actual agenda.”

	“What do you mean?” Abigail said, getting up out of her chair to join them. 

	“The club is nothing,” Trorm said. “Hympress was talking about enslaving political leaders. There’s a great disparity there. The nightclub was a gift to her to keep Larieth in line. She has or knows something they want.”

	“Sorcerer magic to train you?” Trisha asked. 

	Trorm shook his head. “No, they had her in place before I came along. More, I’m a small piece in their game. Potentially valuable, but not so much so that they’d hesitate to kill me.”

	Trisha flinched, then looked at Abigail. “These people are dangerous.”

	Abigail braced herself. “I’m an adult now, Mom. We’ve fought bad guys before and this is important.”

	Trisha let her head fall back eyes closed. CONFLICTED transformed into RESOLVED. “Yes, you are an adult,” she said with a sigh, bringing her head back down. With one hand she wiped her eyes before any tears could fall. 

	She met Trorm’s gaze. “What do you need me to do?”

	Abigail’s phone rang. She scowled. “It’s Lilian,” she said, then answered it. 

	Her confusion melted to horror and she turned to her mother. “Our house is on fire.”

	

Chapter Eleven
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	Considering the amount of times Trorm had gone tearing off in the draco-truck with no regard for the speed limit he really should have been pulled over before now. Not that he was pulling over, no matter what the flashing blue and red siren behind him legally demanded. There would be consequences for his refusal to obey the laws of the road later, potentially big ones considering he was here on a student visa. 

	None of which mattered right then because the Madden’s house was on fire. Just because he and Abigail didn’t technically live there any more didn’t mean that the house wasn’t important to him. The place had been home since he’d arrived in Aflana. More, it was where his friends and allies, Trisha and Lilian lived. 

	That the fire might be accidental never even crossed his mind. This was an attack on his allies, one brought about because of him. Again. Trorm would get there and he would end whoever dared threaten that home again. 

	He pulled off the highway, the police car right behind him, and ran a red light to swerve off into the subdivision that would bring him to the Madden’s house. The smoke was visible from blocks away. Trisha and Abigail clutched each other and made small sounds that mixed horror, sadness, and fury all into one. 

	Far too long later, Trorm brought the draco-truck to a screeching stop in the front yard, hopping the curb and tearing up the front lawn. Flames licked out the upper floor windows, sending a dark column of smoke rising up. In the distance Trorm heard sirens wailing, distinct from the police cruiser behind him. A fire truck was coming. 

	Gunshots rang out.  

	A flash of golden light shown through the smoke. 

	Lilian was inside, which meant she was fighting whoever had started the fire. 

	Trorm hurled himself out of the draco-truck, staff up, shield spell already in the casting, only to come up short as the police officer who’d been behind him came leapt out of the cruiser with his gun up. The face was familiar but Trorm couldn’t remember the name. 

	“Go get them!” the officer yelled as another flash of golden light shown and he spoke quickly into the walkie on his shoulder. 

	Trorm took off, one less weight pressing down on him. Backup was coming and they hadn’t thought that he was the bad guy. There’d only be one side shooting at him. 

	He burst in through the front door and bullets rained down on his shield from two different directions. With a roar, Trorm unleashed a bolt of chain lightning, blasting one of the shooters who’d been concealed behind a doorframe. The bolt leapt back from the body as it went rigid, arcing down the hall and into the stairs where the other shooter had positioned himself. 

	The first shooter fell to the floor, smoke curling from his blackened corpse. The other staggered, badly burned but still alive. Another gunshot roared and the burned shooter toppled down the stairs in a fountain of blood. 

	Lilian appeared at the top of the stairs, bleeding from dozens of cuts and what looked to be at least one bullet wound. She was wielding her revolver in one hand and a machete in another. He father had shattered her telescopic sword several weeks ago and she hadn’t yet found a better replacement than the blade Winnie had given her. 

	Two other figures came at her, faces covered. She turned the revolver on them, and it clicked empty. One of them raised their gun and the machete came up, striking their wrist. They screamed. 

	The other came in low, a wicked hunting knife glowing with red magic held in an expert grip that would stab up beneath Lilian’s ribs. Trorm hurled his shield up the stairs, slamming it into place an instant before the blade found Lilian’s flesh. 

	The red glow flared and with a burst of magic, the shield spell dissolved. The knife must be enchanted to dispel magic, Trorm surmised. An excellent tool for circumventing wards and magical defenses. It clearly hadn’t been intended to actually stop active spells, as demonstrated by the way the wielder was staggering backward and out of sight down the upstairs hall. That didn’t mean that it couldn’t be used that way though. Trorm made a mental note that his shield spell would be only moderately effective against this opponent and raced up the stairs. 

	Gunshots sounded again and Lilian staggered. Trorm caught her before she could fall down the stairs. 

	The attacker who’d taken a machete to the arm screamed and threw themselves at Trorm and Lilian. Trorm brained them—her, he noted the figure was feminine—with his staff and glanced down the hall. 

	He nearly got shot for it, catching only a glimpse of amber eyes through the smoke. 

	The female attacker screamed and grabbed hold of Trorm’s staff. His blow had been awkward and failed to knock her out as he’d intended. They fell backward in a group down the stairs. 

	Trorm acted without thinking. A portal opened before they could crash through the railing and the three of them spilled out into the lawn.

	Trorm lunged forward and slammed a fist across the masked assailant’s chin. This time she dropped. 

	A window shattered and the other figure bolted across the roof, flipped down to alight on the fence that separated the Madden’s property from their neighbor’s, and flipped off of that as the officer who’d pursued Trorm to the residence closed, gun held up. 

	“Freeze! NAPD!”

	The attacker landed, rolled, and came up right in front of the officer. The officer’s gun fired. He missed, the attacker right inside his range, glowing red blade flashing across his throat. 

	The gun fired again as the officer convulsed. Trorm rose to his feet, renewing his shield spell as the masked attacker with glowing amber eyes bolted. 

	Lilian was unconscious and bleeding out. 

	Abigail rushed to her side, hands already glowing with healing magic as Trisha burst out the front door with her shotgun. She must have followed Trorm inside. She saw her fallen daughter and raced to Lilian’s side with Abigail. 

	That left no one to staunch the fallen officer’s bleeding. Trorm would have dearly loved to have given chase. He didn’t. Instead he sprinted across the yard to the officer and pressed his hands to the man’s throat, trying to stop the bleeding. 

	If Lilian was conscious and in better condition she could have healed him. Abigail was a cleric of Oona, but she was still an acolyte and only had so much healing she could give. Restoring Lilian was the right move. If Lilian could be brought around quickly, then her own divine gifts might be able to save the officer’s life. 

	Trorm held the wound shut and waited. 

	And waited. 

	The life left the officer’s eyes and he stopped moving. 

	Trorm kept holding the wound shut. He couldn’t feel a pulse. That didn’t matter. He wasn’t a medic. He knew enough about battlefield treatment to stop the bleeding and he kept at it. 

	Vehicles with wailing sirens arrived. People in uniforms poured out. Lilian did not get up. The officer beneath Trorm’s hands died. 

	Trorm hadn’t known the man’s name. The officer had recognized him, trusted him to go in and handle things, and he’d died. 

	Medics took the officer away. Handcuffs were slapped onto Trorm’s wrists, then removed moments later as officers shouted at each other.  

	Everything was happening very fast and very slow. 

	Trorm looked over and found Lilian getting up. She’d made it. Relief washed through him. 

	Fury painted the athletic redhead’s face and she ripped the mask free of the female attacker. Trorm recognized her from The Spire. She’d seemed to delight in insulting Winnie.

	“Roxie,” he said. It wasn’t a surprise. It was confirmation. 

	He’d recognized those amber eyes the instant he’d seen them. This was No Moon and the Slicers. Selma Larieth was behind this. She would pay for it.

	He must have spoken the name louder than he’d meant to because Lilian’s head whipped around, red hair flying. She rose to her feet and stormed over to him, limping and favoring her arm. Her mother and sister trailed behind her, along with a collection of officers, both uniformed and plain clothesed. Lilian wasn’t technically a cop, but she was a part of their family, and many had rushed to her aid when they’d realized it was her house on fire. And now one of their own was killed. 

	Trorm realized he still have the man’s blood covering his hands and forearms. His shirt was wet with it. 

	“You recognize this woman?” Lilian demanded. 

	Trorm nodded. 

	“How?” She all but screamed. “Who is she?”

	“I don’t know her last name,” Trorm said. “I heard her called Roxie and she works for the security team at The Spire. I briefly encountered her when we went there last night. I understand that she used to be a part of a street gang called the Slicers but moved here and apparently went legit.” He hoped he’d said that last bit right. 

	Then he realized something. Despite all of the eyes boring down on him, the pressure of so many people and the situation, Trorm’s stomach wasn’t twisting into knots. It was such a stupid thing to realize, that his stage-fright had either been cured or put on hold. Speaking in front of crowds had been an issue for him for as long as he’d been in Aflana, truth be told much longer, though he’d only really become aware of it when he had to give a presentation. 

	Now though, it was such a little thing. How had it ever seemed so big?

	“You didn’t sleep with her?” Lilian demanded. 

	The question ripped Trorm from his thoughts and he looked down at her. “No.”

	“Trorm’s engaged to me,” Abigail said. 

	Lilian rolled her eyes. “And to Winnie, and to Israxa, and to Nymal. Is that everyone or did he add another woman while I wasn’t looking?” JEALOUS. Despite her sarcasm and the reading on his sunglasses, some tension seemed to melt out of her.

	 

	Lilian Madden

	Gender: Female

	Emotions: CONFLICTED, JEALOUS, LOVE, ANGER.

	Interest Level: 9

	 

	“Okay,” she said with a sigh. “Thank you, Trorm.”

	“We’re going to need to take you down to the station to answer some questions,” an officer said. “We need to get your individual statements and gather as much intel as we can.”

	Trorm nodded and asked. “What happened?”

	She shook her head. “Independent statements first. We can’t contaminate the evidence. I want the one who got away.” She looked at the fallen body of the officer Trorm had failed to save and then beyond. There was absolutely no sign of the attacker. 

	“He’s going to burn for this.”

	

Chapter Twelve
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	Trorm had expected his insistence that he have his lawyer present before making a statement to be met with frustration by the department. It wasn’t. He was seated alone in an interrogation room for a long time before Cherry Tempest arrived in a hurricane of sexy professionalism. Only after going over events carefully with her did he go forward and give his official statement, which was taken quickly.

	Cold anger suffused the entire department as Trorm spoke to the plainclothes detective, a grizzled, older man named Guy Lindsay, who he’d worked with before. Trorm quietly accepted it. He’d failed to protect one of their brothers and let these men and women down. His sunglasses confirmed the emotions of every officer he glanced at. AFRAID. HURTING. ENRAGED. 

	Only, the longer Trorm spent answering Detective Lindsay’s questions, the more he noticed a disparity between what he was reading and the way he was being treated. Trorm was asked simple, no nonsense questions and though they were jotted down in the detective’s pocket notebook with too much force, they were also completely professional. 

	Although he’d been working with the department, Trorm had been on this side of questioning before and it didn’t usually go like this, even with a lawyer present. It was…fair. Clean. Exceedingly by the book, even as the man fumed with rage. As much as Trorm respected Lindsay’s willpower, he suspected that if he were the target of this man’s rage, there’d be no uncertainty to it. 

	The entire precinct was enraged, just not with him, Trorm realized. If anything, the officers were treating him like they would one of their own in the same circumstances. Instead of seeing an orc, they saw the intern they’d had working with them, who regularly teamed up with their paladin, and who did all the complicated magicky stuff that they didn’t have to. More, they didn’t just want the case closed. They wanted the bastard who had killed one of their own and each of them knew that it wasn’t Trorm. 

	Trorm gave them everything that he could without betraying the Ouroboros Society. He didn’t have enough on them yet to take them down and a premature move would mean that the cabal would come for him at a later date when he didn’t expect it. Having fought both Ishmael Hunt and Fifi Hympress before individually, Trorm did not relish the idea of taking on both of them simultaneously when he wasn’t prepared, especially if they brought backup. 

	He told the officers about The Spire and having an odd altercation there. He told them that he believed he recognized No Moon by his eyes through the mask. Given that one of the now deceased attackers was Roxie from the gang, another was the man Winnie had called Pat, and the third was too badly burned to be readily identified but matched the general shape of the other Slicer who’d accosted them, it wasn’t a stretch to make No Moon the prime suspect. 

	All of the real questions were ones that Trorm was powerless to ask until he was free of the precinct. The Ouroboros Society could not fault him for defending himself, nor for aiming the police at Selma and her flunkies, especially not after she’d promised to abide by their rules and make peace with him. 

	Trorm emerged from the interrogation room to a hallway full of standing officers and silence. He looked around, unable to make sense of this. Was it a display of strength intended to intimidate him or a show of brotherly support? Trorm decided to take it as both. It might have been overly orcish of him, but both seemed appropriate. Parting ways with Cherry, who had to handle some paperwork, Trorm made his way down the hall and found his fiancés waiting for him in the entry waiting area. 

	Nymal and Winnie were the quickest to act, leaping into him with open arms. Israxa was more subdued, holding back and smiling, even as her eyes took in their surroundings. They’d risked enough publicly the other night that Trorm didn’t hold it against her and instead focused on embracing Winnie and Nymal back. 

	The Maddens were nowhere to be seen. As if sensing his confusion, Israxa smiled and said, “The Maddens are in the parking lot having a family discussion.”

	Winnie’s ears twitched as she pulled back, nose wrinkled. “A very loud discussion.” Her ears fell a moment later. “Lilian just found out about my past.”

	Trorm gave a slow nod. 

	“I’ll go talk with them,” he said. 

	“Think you should?” Nymal asked. “I mean, they’re kind of explosive.”

	“One is my bride to be, another is my familiar, and the third has been a staunch ally since my arrival. Explosive or not, this discussion is my business,” he said. “Besides, we’re parked out past them.”

	That earned a round of weak smiles. 

	With Winnie and Nymal each holding one of Trorm’s arms and Israxa slithering beside them, they stepped into the parking lot. A loud discussion was a mild way of putting it, at least by human standards. Had the Maddens been orcs they might have already started trading blows. 

	There was screaming involved and faces were flustered. 

	Oddly, it all cut off at Trorm’s approach, though that might have been because they were such a large group. 

	“Are we discussing our next course of action?” Trorm asked into the silence. 

	“We are,” Abigail said, giving her sister a glare. 

	Lilian closed her eyes. From the way her lips twitched it looked as if she was counting. 

	“Someone just burned down our home, Trorm,” Trisha said stoically. “There’s a lot we need to discuss.”

	“Blow a hole through the upstairs floor, demolish the living room, I guess burning the whole place down was the next logical step,” Lilian said acidly. RAGE. CONFLICTED. 

	Winnie winced and Lilian let out a long sigh, closing her eyes and visibly bringing herself under control. 

	“You have every right to be angry,” Trorm said. “One of my enemies attacked your home.”

	“Your enemy?” Lilian asked, eyes opening to slits. “I thought it was Winnie’s gangster friends.” JEALOUS. 

	Trorm knew to trust his sunglasses, they’d proved invaluable before. That said, he wasn’t certain he understood this. He’d have to think on it a moment to properly understand the reading because Lilian couldn’t be jealous that it had been Winnie’s enemies that had burned down her home and not her own. That just wasn’t a human trait. Besides, what honor could there be in a rivalry with thieves? He’d think on it later. 

	“My fiancé’s enemies are my enemies,” Trorm said. 

	Winnie gave his arm a squeeze. “Thank you. I’m going to step over here and let you take care of things.” She pulled away, ears drooping.

	Lilian clenched her jaw and looked away, cheeks reddening anew. EMBARASSED. 

	“Trisha,” Trorm said. “You and Lilian are of course, welcome to live with us.”

	Something shifted in both women’s postures. Something Trorm’s sunglasses didn’t—or couldn’t—process.

	“That’s very generous, Trorm,” Trisha said. “We’ll consider it.” CONFLICTED. At least the sunglasses hadn’t stopped working in their entirety. 

	“No,” Lilian said right on Trisha’s heels. “Thank you, but no. I have other places I can stay.” PROUD. 

	Trorm nodded. “As you wish. But my fire is yours if you want it.”

	PAIN flashed across Trorm’s lenses Lilian’s face twisted, then forced itself back into a neutral mask. Was she wounded? He gave her a quick once over. She had several scrapes and bruises that the healing magic that had been offered her hadn’t prioritized but otherwise she seemed in good health. 

	“What?” Lilian snapped, and Trorm realized she was glaring at him. 

	“I wanted to make certain you were not hurt,” Trorm said. 

	Her cheeks reddened. SHAME. She straightened her shoulders. PRIDE. “I’ve taken on bigger and badder than those two-bit arsonists.”

	Trorm nodded. He thought he might be starting to understand Lilian’s anger. She’d failed to protect her home and a brother-in-arms had fallen, all by the hand of a lesser opponent. His own pride would be deeply wounded under similar circumstances. 

	Trisha’s hand came down on Lilian’s shoulder, drawing her eldest daughter’s attention. “We need to discuss a few things, Trorm,” she said. 

	Trorm nodded. “I’ll leave you to it then. I need to make a few calls myself.”

	Trisha offered him a soft smile. “Do what you need to do.”

	“Mom,” Lilian said, sounding, if anything, horrified, as Trorm stepped away. 

	“Keep an eye on them?” he asked Nymal and Israxa. Abigail had remained behind with her family and both hers and Lilian’s voices were already raising again as they argued. Both of his lovers nodded and Trorm spotted Winnie a short way off, her phone lifted to one long ear. He wasn’t the only one who needed to make a call it seemed. 

	Putting a little more distance between himself, his people, and the precinct, Trorm pulled up his contacts and called Fifi Hympress. 

	She was his sponsor in the Ouroboros Society and his mentor. If his suspicions were right, Selma was Hunt’s apprentice in a very similar relationship. Similar, but not at all the same. Fifi seemed to genuinely want Trorm to be a part of their organization. Hunt had barely tolerated Selma’s presence. Given how she’d sent her minions after his allies, Trorm was inclined to share the man’s disdain. Especially if it gave him what he needed end the threat that Selma and her remaining tool posed to him. Better still if whatever retaliation the Society leveled against her was enough to incriminate them. 

	The phone went to voicemail and Trorm briefly outlined what had happened and his suspicions. He then called Hunt, who answered immediately. 

	“Your sorcerer’s people just burned down my host mother’s house,” Trorm said without preamble. “Restitution is in order.”

	Hunt swore. “Don’t do anything rash.”

	“Like murder what remains of her scumlings?” Trorm said, a growl creeping into his voice despite himself. As little as a few months ago he’d have gone charging straight into The Spire and blasted everyone in his way until he reached Selma and ended her. The fallout from that would be ruinous. He’d not risk that now. He was wiser, if no less furious for recognizing the value of patience and assessing his enemies. 

	“As an example,” Hunt said dryly. “We’ll be in touch.”

	Abigail began swearing vehemently, drawing Trorm’s attention. “I’ll be waiting,” he said, and hung up. 

	Abigail’s expression fell as he approached and she seemed to shrink in on herself, clutching her tablet to her like a small child with a teddy bear. FEAR. SHAME. EMBARASSMENT. “Trorm, I am so sorry.”

	“About what?” Trorm asked at the same time Lilian asked, “What’s going on?”

	With shaking hands Abigail held up the tablet. Trorm wasn’t sure what he was looking at, but it looked to be some sort of data display. A flashing red box in the corner said OFF SITE ACCESS. It was then that Trorm recognized what it was. This was a cloud storage folder with several video files. They were labeled with numbers instead of actual titles, but Trorm knew what they were. 

	A while back, Winnie and Abigail had recorded Trorm and Winnie, without Trorm’s knowledge, having sex. There was nothing especially scandalous about the videos themselves aside from the fact that they were sex tapes. That was enough to prove problematic for both Trorm and Winnie. The university could pull their scholarships if those videos got out. 

	“I should have deleted them,” Abigail whispered. 

	“Probably,” Trorm said. “What’s going on?”

	“That’s what I’d like to know,” Lilian said, while Trisha crossed her arms, silently echoing the sentiment. 

	“I…maybe…sort of…kind of…secretly recorded Trorm having sex,” Abigail admitted. EMBARASSMENT. She looked ready to implode in upon herself. “And someone, probably whoever it was who burned down our house, must have gotten away with one of my hard drives and now has copies.”

	Lilian whirled on Trorm. “So that’s it? You’ve always secretly wanted to be a gods damned porn star? That explains so damn much!” ANGRY. CONFLICTED. HURT.

	Trom raised an eyebrow. What was he to make of this?

	Lilian made a frustrated sound in her throat and threw her head back. 

	“Trorm, why would you do that?” Trisha asked, using that disappointed tone that only a mother can truly master. 

	Trorm blinked as understanding dawned. They thought he’d willingly set himself up to be recorded. He was about to correct them but stopped himself. That would be throwing Abigail under the proverbial bus. 

	“He didn’t know I was recording him,” Abigail admitted. SHAME. 

	Lilian and Trisha both turned to gape at her. 

	“I don’t even know what to say,” Lilian said. “Somebody bring me back to reality, please, because this cannot be happening.”

	“Why?” Trisha asked. “You had to know the risk you’d be putting Trorm and Winnie in.”

	At that, Trorm turned to call Winnie over. Things now involved her more directly and she deserved to be a part of this conversation. Except that, when he looked past Nymal and Israxa to where he’d seen her on the phone just moments ago, Winnie was gone. 

	

Chapter Thirteen
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	It didn’t take Trorm long to piece together what had happened. He’d seen Winnie on the phone. He knew that No Moon had an obsession with her, calling her his mate. He also knew that Winnie loved him and the others very much. If she thought that sacrificing herself would protect them, Trorm had no doubt that she’d do it. 

	If he was right though, it raised a question. Why would Selma allow No Moon to use that information just to get Winnie? Trorm should have been the one No Moon had contacted. It was the better power move. If Selma could bring Trorm under control, it could potentially raise her standing in the Ouroboros Society. He wasn’t exactly sure the extent that it extended but considering how much they lauded sly and subtle domination, it seemed the exact sort of thing that they would approve of. 

	So why wouldn’t she use the information No Moon had stolen against him? The answer came to Trorm and he swore. 

	No Moon wasn’t operating on Selma’s orders. He’d been deferential to her back at The Spire, but only while he was in her immediate presence. Outside of that the man had been insane. Almost more bestial than not. It played into the worst sort of therianthropic stereotypes, but there it was. No Moon was out of his mind and violent. 

	Whatever Selma’s plans had been, No Moon had gone off script. 

	Lilian had left in a fury shortly after they’d discovered Winnie was gone. She’d told them to get their lawyers ready in case the blackmail came to light and then stormed off to go do whatever paladin things she usually did when there was a bad guy to hunt down. It had been accompanied by some warnings to stay out of her way and keep out of trouble, which Trorm vaguely remembered because he’d been only half-listening. In part because he was worried about Winnie and what No Moon might do to her, but also because he’d heard it so often by this point that he had the spirit of her words down. 

	Trisha left to take care of some insurance issues. There shouldn’t be any conflict there, but Trorm had been assured that there would be. Insurance companies didn’t like it when they actually had to pay for something they’d agreed to cover—like a house being burned down. 

	Trisha’s emotions were a confused bundle of electricity on the other end of their empathic connection. Tingling and numb with knots and needles. She was furious, ashamed, afraid, hopeful, and so many more and they were so interwoven that Trorm didn’t even know how to parse them into more recognizable labels. 

	That left Trorm and his fiancé’s, which was when Trorm realized that Winnie had stolen the draco-truck. 

	How she’d stolen it he wasn’t sure since the vehicle had a mind of its own, but it was gone. “Damn,” Abigail said, staring at the empty parking spot where it had been. “How the hell did we miss it pulling out? I mean, it’s a giant pickup truck with three dragon heads. It’s not exactly subtle.”

	Trorm chuckled. His bunny girl was impressive.

	“I’m glad you find this amusing,” Nymal said, crossing her arms. “I’m not looking forward to squeezing into an Uber.”

	Trorm extended his staff and opened a portal into their living room. He stepped aside and allowed his lovers through. 

	Nymal looked around, then whirled on him, eyes flashing. “You are teaching me this spell as soon as we’re not in the middle of a crisis!” 

	“Agreed,” Trorm said, noting that Abigail hadn’t been nearly as interested as he’d suspected. A quick glance revealed her nose all but glued to her tablet, which she was tapping a finger on with more vigor than the screen required. Whatever she was working on, it must have been important. She had always been fascinated by magic and now she was set to begin training as a wizard. She didn’t actually know any arcane spells yet, but she had a better understanding of their function than any non-caster Trorm knew. 

	“I just…why would Winnie leave?” Israxa said. “We made clear where we stood, did we not?”

	The question caught Trorm off guard. He turned to find Israxa hugging herself and looking down, lost in her own thoughts. HURT. 

	He blinked. Israxa had always been his most insightful lover, at least when it came to people and their actions. She’d been brought up to read people, raised to plot and scheme and play them against one another. 

	Trorm pulled her into a hug and Israxa melted into him. It was so easy to forget that Israxa wasn’t infallible. She was so wise and powerful that it was easy to forget her vulnerability. She had opened herself up to him and his lovers in a way that she’d never be able to do with her own people, trusting them as deeply as possible. The fear that that love and trust might not be reciprocated had to have been lying dormant in her heart since opening herself up to them. 

	Her tail twined around him until she wasn’t even touching the floor and Trorm struggled beneath the weight of her. Israxa’s human-like upper body might have been light and lithe, but her tail was pure muscle and that much was heavy. Trorm kept himself from grunting and simply supported her. 

	“She does trust us,” he said. “If I know Winnie, she left to protect us.”

	“You think?” Israxa said.

	“Oh yeah,” Nymal said with a nod. “I thought of doing that more than once.”

	Israxa raised her head from Trorm’s shoulder. “But you didn’t?”

	Nymal looked away and hugged herself. “I was…scared.”

	“And you knew that we would keep you safe,” Trorm said. “As you should.”

	Nymal gave a little sniff. “I suppose. It’s just…I don’t know what Winnie’s doing right now, but I think I kind of get why she’s doing it. And…I think that if leaving meant keeping you all safe, I might just—”

	“Don’t you dare!” Israxa said fiercely. She lunged from Trorm as only a striking snake could, nearly toppling him over as she grabbed Nymal in an embrace. “No. No.” She shook her head. “You’re not leaving.” She looked up with red-rimmed eyes to glare at Trorm. “And you’re not leaving. And neither is Abigail, Winnie, or Trisha.”

	Interesting that she’d included Trisha, Trorm thought, considering she wasn’t one of his lovers. 

	Trorm stepped up and pulled both the stunned Nymal and shaking Israxa into an embrace. “You are my brides. I love you. We all love each other. And Winnie, wherever she is, whatever she’s doing, she loves us too. It is misguided, but I but I believe that she is moving to protect us.”

	“You can ask her yourself,” Abigail said with a bark of victorious laughter. “I just found her!”

	“How?” Nymal asked. 

	Abigail’s face flushed and she looked away. “I…” she took a deep breath and then met Nymal’s eyes. “I installed some small security measures in your apartment and Winnie’s dorm room.” The confidence she’d managed to muster began failing her. “I mean, your place kept getting broken into so it seemed like a good idea, and I didn’t want to scare you so I just went ahead and did it…”

	She trailed off as Nymal extricated herself from Israxa and silently closed the distance between them. Despite being so slight, Nymal seemed to tower over Abigail in that moment. The way Abigail’s lower lip trembled as the elf stared her down probably had something to do with it. 

	Nymal reached out and yanked Abigail down into a shockingly ferocious kiss that broke an instant later when Abigail’s legs gave out and she fell to the floor. Trorm stared. A cleric of Oona, goddess of ecstasy, had just been kissed so thoroughly her legs gave out. There might have been extenuating circumstances, but that definitely wasn’t something you saw every day. 

	“We need to have a serious talk about privacy,” Nymal said, a gentle smile on her lips as she knelt beside Abigail. “But thank you. That was really sweet, you trying to keep me safe.” Her smile turned into a smirk. “Or did you just want to see me naked? Because you don’t need a camera for that.”

	Abigail shook her head. “No cameras, sensors that detect movement when you’re not there and a ward to sense hostile intent. I wouldn’t…” she swallowed. “I learned my lesson after making those videos.”

	“Perhaps not as well as you should have,” Israxa said with surprising dryness. She was still clearly shaken up, but also just as clearly pulling herself back together. She closed her eyes, took a moment to compose herself, and when she opened them, they gleamed with determination, which Trorm’s sunglasses confirmed an instant later. 

	“Go get our other bride,” she said to Trorm. “If I go with you right now…I don’t think I could be as kind as Winnie needs, given the circumstances.” ANGER. 

	Trorm nodded. “I need the three of you to protect the house against intruders. We’re dealing with a thief and a murderer. Let’s not let him in here.”

	They all nodded and Trorm opened up a portal to the parking lot outside of Winnie’s dormitory. 

	“Seriously, you are going to teach me that spell,” Nymal said as Trorm stepped through the portal.

	He came out next to the draco-truck, which growled from all three heads in greeting. He gave it an affectionate pat and headed inside. He’d considered just appearing in Winnie’s dorm room, but that had seemed too potentially invasive. She had a roommate and it was an all-girl building. There was simply a lot that could go wrong with a man, regardless of his race, just suddenly appearing in the middle of it. 

	As he went inside the building, he encountered a young woman rushing out the door, muttering about loud, inconsiderate neighbors. Trorm scowled and started moving faster. He skipped the elevator, not willing to wait for the slow machine and instead bolted up the stairs, bursting into Winnie’s hallway, startling another student who was fleeing the sounds of shouting that was, as Trorm had feared, came from Winnie’s dorm room. 

	He sprinted down the hall and recognized No Moon and Winnie’s voices as they shouted and snarled. Lowering his shoulder, he made to simply ram through Winnie’s door—and was forced to pull up short as the end of a baseball bat crashed through in a shower of splinters. It was yanked back in with a shout and the sound of furniture being overturned. 

	Trorm grinned. That was his girl. 

	With a roar, he kicked in the door. It crashed into the tiny space where No Moon and Winnie were twisting and dancing about each other. He had his red glowing knife out and was clearly trying to get in close to her, but her baseball bat kept him at bay with its improved reach. Under normal circumstances, it would have been the better weapon with its reach and power. The dorm room was too tiny to allow Winnie to utilize it to best effect though and she was forced to keep on the defensive. 

	Trorm’s sudden entrance brought the dance to a momentary halt and for a heartbeat, the two simply stood there, stunned amidst the wreckage. Winnie was perched atop an overturned work desk. The closets and chest of drawers had been opened and their contents strewn across the room. It was hard to tell how much was still usable after it had been so thoroughly tossed about and then trampled. Winnie’s roommate was not going to be happy. 

	Trorm took all of that in in an instant and then hurled a bolt of lightning into No Moon. Unfortunately, the lycanthrope had recovered quickly and had already leapt right at Trorm, glowing knife out first. The bolt struck the knife, split, and scorched the walls. None of the lightning reached No Moon, but the force of the blast still knocked him backwards. The knife flew from No Moon’s hand as he careened through the air. 

	The lycanthrope smashed through the dorm window and vanished outside in a shower of glass and broken blinds.  

	Winnie gaped at him. “What are you doing here?”

	Trorm stepped into the room and kissed her. 

	She kissed him back, then pulled away and hurried to the broken window. “Dammit.”

	Trorm stepped over and looked through. Below, a handful of people were gaping, but there was no sign of No Moon. 

	Trorm sighed. Of course, it couldn’t be that easy.

	“Come on,” he said, turning to Winnie. “We’re going home.”
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	Winnie didn’t protest as Trorm opened a portal to a bedroom in the purple house—which really needed a new paintjob so that Trorm could stop thinking of it as “the purple house.” 

	“I’m sorry,” she said without turning to look at him the moment the portal closed behind them. “I’m so sorry. I was trying to keep us safe. He…he has the videos, Trorm. He took one of Abigail’s computer thingies and pulled the videos from it.” FEAR.

	Trorm didn’t say anything and the silence filled the room.

	Winnie spun around. “I know now what they could cost you. Could cost us. We can’t lose you, Trorm.” She grabbed hold of him and buried her face in his chest. “We can’t.”

	“I’m not going anywhere,” Trorm said, wrapping his arms around her. “Neither are you. Promise me, Winnie.”

	She shuddered. “I promise. But, Trorm…if those tapes get out…”

	“Football players have a reputation for doing stupid things and I wasn’t complicit in making those tapes,” he said. 

	“That might not matter,” Winnie said, ears drooping. “I wasn’t thinking before, but I get it now. You’re an orc. They might be looking for a reason to take away your scholarship. And if they do, what then?”

	“Things would get complicated,” Trorm replied. “But we’d manage, Winnie.”

	“Would your deal for the oil pipe still go through?” Winnie asked. “Humans get weird about being associated with someone who has a sex scandal. Would you lose your student visa? I’d follow you back to the Glorious Horde, we all would, but would that be a good place for us?”

	Trorm hadn’t considered that. As much of a struggle as it had been to adapt to Aflana’s culture, it had been a fairly gentle experience. Winnie could probably navigate orc culture in the Horde without a problem, but the rest? 

	Nymal would be considered a trophy at best by too many, a fantasy of orcish superiority made real at worse. Israxa wouldn’t be treated much better. As conniving as naga culture was, they weren’t overtly violent in the same way as orcs. Israxa had just reached the point where she felt safe having sex without including bondage with them all. That would go away quickly.

	Both elven and naga cultures were too drastically different and his lovers’ strengths too subtle for the bluntness and overtness of his fellow orcs. Were he himself not a wizard who had taught himself to appreciate subtlety and differences in spellwork, Trorm admitted to himself that he might not have been able to fully appreciate the strength of his lovers’ cultures or individuality either. 

	And Abigail had finally gotten a scholarship to study magic and become a proper wizard. More than that, she was also now an acolyte of Oona who had no temples in the Glorious Horde’s lands. She’d be respected if she went, but not as she would be here. She’d have to fight for it. Every day. And she’d either have to stay behind to complete her studies and training or give it all up to come with him. 

	And Trisha…having a familiar who was a citizen of another nation was going to make things more than complicated. 

	For the first time, Trorm realized that going back to the Glorious Horde wasn’t really an option for him. On some level he’d known this already. It had been a part of his reason for purchasing a permanent property in Aflana. None of his fiancés were orcs and he had already adapted to Aflana culture in a way that they simply wouldn’t be able to replicate in the Glorious Horde with his fellow orcs. 

	He’d known this but hadn’t properly appreciated it. Hadn’t considered it. Failure had always meant simply going home. Only now his home was here, in Aflana, with his fiancés. Failure meant losing it all.

	“It’s not going to happen,” Trorm said firmly. “The Brights trust me and have me backed. I own property here. Even if there’s a scandal, the people I’m dealing with for the oil mining won’t be put off. They’re too practical and greedy. I’ve got excellent legal representation, local investments, and resources I didn’t have before.

	He reached down and lifted her chin so that she was looking up at him. “I’m not going anywhere, Winnie. None of us are.”

	“I know,” Winnie said, looking into his eyes. LOVE. “I’d follow you anywhere, Trorm. And I’d…I’d do anything. Anything to keep you safe. Gods, that’s terrifying to think about.” FEAR. “I am…devoted to you, Trorm. I’ve never, ever felt like this. The thought of you being hurt, or being taken away, or something happening to the family, the clan, that we’re building together…” DETERMINATION. “I won’t let it happen, Trorm Coldstorm. We haven’t, like, had the ceremony or whatever, but you’re my husband and I’m your wife and we’re a gods damned team and if some asshole from my past is going to try and mess things up I’ll fucking tear him apart.”

	Understanding dawned in Trorm’s mind and a grin spread across his face. 

	Winnie scowled up at him. “What? I’m being series.” Her ears drooped. “Don’t laugh.” FEAR.

	“Never,” Trorm said. “My ferocious one, I should have known you better. If anyone is to be laughed at, it’s me.”

	She tilted her head, long ears bobbing. CONFUSED. “Huh?”

	“I should have known that you went to kill him,” Trorm said. 

	Winnie blinked. “Like, duh. What did you think I was—” Her eyes widened. She slapped him on the chest. “Trorm Coldstorm, you thought I was going to give myself up and give that crazy bastard whatever it was he wanted?”

	“I thought we were losing you,” Trorm replied. “We all did. I’m not going anywhere, Winnie, my love. And the thought of losing you, it rends me. As does what that bastard might have done.”

	Winnie grinned, then frowned with a sniff, turning her head away. PLEASED. “I had it handled.”

	Trorm chuckled, the sound low and pleased. “Yes. You did.” 

	He cupped her chin and turned her head back to him. She was smiling. 

	“Do you have any idea how sexy you looked trying to cave in his skull?”

	Winnie gave a pleased wiggle against him. “Tell me.”

	With any of his other lovers, Trorm would have slowed down. Abigail might have been a cleric of Oona, but she was still human and fairly new to her order. Violence and confrontations would do nothing to arouse her, Nymal, or Israxa. Winnie though, was a lagothrope, the most libidinous of the therianthropes. Fear and violence themselves did nothing for her, but the aftermath Trorm knew, would have made her highly receptive to overtures in a way that would put off most women. 

	Trorm leaned down, lips brushing Winnie’s long sensitive ear as he whispered, “I’d rather show you.”

	Winnie leapt up into him, arms going around his neck. Her lips found his and his arms wrapped around her, hands going to her ass to hold her aloft as they kissed. Their passion set their bodies ablaze and Winnie writhed against him, as if trying to press hers body through their clothing and into his own. 

	Supporting her with one hand, Trorm grabbed her shirt with his other hand and tore it from her in a single jerk. Her bra was ruined a second later as he skipped over fumbling with the clasp and simply reached between them to where the cups met between Winnie’s breasts and tore it free, snaps popping. The motion broke their kiss and sent her breasts bouncing. 

	Winnie’s met his eyes, her heavy breathing making her breasts rise and fall. She leaned over backwards and tumbled into a handstand. Trorm tore her shorts and underwear free with the same brutal efficiency, leaving her naked and upside down before him, her tight ass and cotton tail begging for his attention. Before he could give it, Winnie tumbled again and came up a few yards away, nude save for the few scraps of her ruined clothing that still clung stubbornly to her body yet did nothing to cover her up and bouncing, her gaze an invitation. AMOROUS. 

	“Take me, Trorm,” she said, voice husky.

	Trorm had never gotten himself naked so fast, pausing only for an instant to cast the spell that would keep Trisha from being forced to share the moment with him. His clothes were reduced to rags in an instant and his sunglasses fell to the floor with his shoes and the pieces of fabric that had started as clothes. In that time, Winnie had bounced back to kneel in front of him and held his erection in her soft hands. 

	She kissed the side of it, meeting his eyes, then took it in her mouth. Unlike Israxa, who’s natural abilities allowed her to swallow just about anything, Winnie had had to practice being able to take Trorm’s full length. She demonstrated then and there just how her practice had paid off, taking him deep into her throat until her lips finally found the base of his shaft. She hummed her appreciation and wriggled her tongue against the underside. Trorm groaned. 

	He pulled free, shaft glistening. Good as that had felt, he wanted her. He wanted her more than he ever had before. His little bunny girl was fierce and dangerous and willing to fight a wolf for him and his honor. Their clan would prosper, and their bodies would join as one. 

	He lifted her, holding her aloft by her thighs, and lowered her down to his erection. Winnie reached down between them and guided him to her opening. 

	“Fuck me, Trorm. Make love to me like only you can,” she said. 

	He pulled her down, burying himself into her. She gasped. Moaned. Writhed as he pushed her down, burying himself deeper and deeper, stretching her passage to capacity. Slowly, excruciatingly slowly, he lifted her back up until just his helmeted tip was still inside of her. Then he lowered her again, controlling their pace, muscles tight and straining. Winnie threw her arms around his neck to help balance herself as Trorm made love to her, demonstrating his power and control in equal measure as his body claimed her. 

	“Oh yes,” she said in a long, low moan. “Yes.”

	They kissed and he halted his motion, simply holding her up with his length hilted inside of her. She was hot and wet and tight and built perfectly for his body. Winnie was the first to break their kiss, her eyes slightly glazed. 

	“I’m your bride,” Winnie said in a hoarse whisper. “So, bend me over that bed and make love to me like it.”

	Trorm pulled her free, flipped her around, and lowered Winnie to the bare bed before them. She spread her arms before her, letting her front half reach the mattress and keeping her cotton tail and ass high. In the moment before Trorm lost complete control, he admired her toned ass, the tail on top like the cherry atop a sundae, the perfect topping to cap off a delicious dessert. 

	Then he was grabbing her hips and hilting himself into her. Winnie cried out in appreciation as he took her. Gone was the control from before, evaporated in the fires of purest need and passion. Each cry that followed stoked the fires hotter, each orgasm that ripped from Winnie’s body fueled them higher. Trorm took her so hard that they slowly were pushed along the bed until they’d reach the other end. 

	“Gods above, Trorm,” Winnie shouted. “I love you! I love you!”

	Trorm exploded, his orgasm matching Winnie’s. He filled her with his seed, pumping into her even as he released his essence into her body. They both fell limp on the bed, and she climbed onto his side, wrapping her leg around his thigh. 

	“I love it when you do that,” Winnie said, snuggling into him. 

	“Good,” Trorm said. “Because we’re going to do that a lot.” Every chance they got for the rest of their lives if he had any say in the matter. 

	“For now, though, we need to get dressed and go below,” he said. “The others are waiting on us and may have some words for you.”
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	Abigail threw her arms around Winnie as soon as they stepped out of the secret elevator and into the underground lair. Nymal and Israxa followed moments later in a collection of concerned voices and enthusiastic embraces as the elevator closed behind him. They were his home, not the building above or the secret cave they were working out of. Having a place did help, but they would be at the heart of whatever he built.

	Oh please, the dungeon core whispered in his head. Let’s be real. I’m building everything here. 

	Trorm thought very hard about what the Ouroboros Society would likely be doing to the core if they had it in their possession again. 

	The core gave a psychic harrumph and withdrew from Trorm’s mind in a way that felt very much like someone crossing their arms and putting their back to him. Strange how he’d never considered the emotion and feeling attached to receiving that action before. The more that Trorm got to know the sentient magical crystal, the more he came to think of it as an absurdly powerful teenager. A young would-be warrior gifted with more prowess than sense. A wave of unadulterated sulkiness washed over him from the dungeon core.

	Trorm resisted the urge to roll his eyes and focused on the women in his life. They were what was most important, and most needed his attention. 

	“You didn’t do anything wrong,” Winnie said, stroking Abigail’s blue braids. “None of this is your fault.”

	“I made the videos,” Abigail said, half-sobbing now. 

	“And I knew about them, I knew the risks,” Winnie said, ears drooping. SHAME. She glanced up at Trorm. “I hadn’t, like, thought about how bad it could be for Trorm.”

	“There’s a lot you didn’t think of today,” Israxa said, raising up to tower over Winnie as only a naga could. It was an impressive display, and one Trorm had never expected to see of Israxa. She was a self-professed submissive and raising higher than one of her lovers was a clear assertion of dominance in naga culture. She must have been truly upset. 

	Winnie’s ears drooped and for a just a moment, they looked just like a rabbit frozen before a rearing serpent about to strike—except that the strike came from Winnie, who shattered the imagery by lunging forward to wrap her arms around Israxa. “I’m so sorry!” 

	Israxa sank back down with Winnie and the two were hugging and crying and kissing and then they were laughing and talking too fast for Trorm to follow. Emotions flashed over his sunglasses too fast for him to track. He pulled them off. It wasn’t like he needed them down in his wizard lair or with his fiancé’s all here. He shared a look with Nymal, who leaned into him. He rested an arm around her shoulder and for a moment, they just watched Israxa and Winnie mend the hurt between them. 

	“Is it wrong that I kind of want them to start tearing off their clothes and go to town while we watch?” Abigail asked, stepping up to Trorm’s other side. 

	“Just don’t record it without their permission if they do,” Nymal said. 

	Abigail winced. “Fair enough.”

	Trorm’s phone dinged. He had a text from Fifi Hympress with instructions to meet in the lost temple of Thodos in half an hour. 

	He sighed. 

	“What is it?” Abigail asked. 

	“Things are coming to a head,” Trorm said. “I’ll need you recording everything again while I meet with the Society. This might be how we bring them down.”

	“Be careful,” Nymal said. “These guys scare me, Trorm.”

	No orc would have admitted that and it was oddly endearing. It made Trorm’s heart swell a little. It was a decidedly un-orcish response that pulled Trorm up short. Just how much was his time in Aflana changing him? He still intended to be the Arcane Advisor to the great chief of the Glorious Horde. Only, for the first time, he wasn’t sure that his long-time goal aligned with everything in his life anymore. Things were different now. He was different. He still wanted the position, badly, but…he would need to spend some time meditating over his life and future when this was over. 

	The elevator doors dinged open and Trisha stepped out. She was dressed in her work uniform again. She must have felt Trorm’s confusion through their connection because she answered his question without him ever having asked it. “Got it from the Stag. All my other clothes were burned down or smell like smoke. I’ll probably never get the stench out of most of them.” SAD. 

	“So, she knows about this place, huh?” Nymal asked. 

	Trorm nodded. “It seemed unwise to keep my familiar unapprised of the situation. Especially considering the potential ramifications.”

	“You mean like getting your house burned down?” Trisha said flatly. 

	“Just like,” Trorm said. 

	She sighed. “Okay, so what’s the plan?” 

	At that, Israxa and Winnie joined them. Gone were the giggles and the tears and present were warriors all, ready to rise to whatever challenge stood before their burgeoning clan. The thought filled Trorm with pride. His women were mighty. Not in orc ways but in the ways of people. They were strong and resilient and capable of so much. He loved them. All of them. 

	As quickly as possible, he brought them completely up to speed on Selma Larieth and the Ouroboros Society. 

	“Abigail, I need you monitoring everything from here,” Trorm said when he was finished. 

	Abigail nodded. “I’m on it.” 

	“Israxa, Nymal,” Trorm said. “I need your spell work. Our home is woefully undefended. Israxa, whatever druidic magics you can work on the yards to discourage attackers and infiltrators, do it. Nymal, I need illusions on the inside of the house upstairs. Make it as confusing as possible until I return.”

	“You think No Moon will try to come after us here?” Nymal asked.

	“I think he’s a mad warg who’s slipped his lead,” Trorm said. “So long as his whereabouts are unaccounted for, I want you all protected. That means staying in the lair until I return and firearms ready. Without his dispelling knife your spells should be effective at keeping him out, but we’re not taking chances.”

	Israxa and Nymal nodded. 

	“I’m going with you,” Trisha said firmly. 

	“You are,” Trorm agreed. 

	She started to say something, then came up short. “Wait, I am?”

	Trorm nodded. “I need my familiar with me. It shows strength and solidarity. Which is also why I need Winnie.”

	“Um, Trorm,” Winnie said, hesitantly. “Won’t bringing your fiancé to the evil secret society’s meeting kind of be breaking the secret part?”

	“Selma’s already violated their rules and you’ve the right to confront her and No Moon,” Trorm said. “And I want them off balanced and outnumbered.”

	Both Winnie and Trisha nodded, though they looked uncertain. 

	“I’ll need you both to be quiet and deferential while we’re there,” Trorm said. “These people respect control and it must appear that I am unequivocally in charge.”

	“I like it when you use the big words,” Winnie said with a small smile. 

	Trisha made a small laugh. “I thought I was done with all this secret society shit, you know?”

	Trorm nodded. As a former cleric of Xosione she would have had plenty of secret meetings. This sort of cloak and dagger stuff had to be like riding a bicycle to her. 

	With a sigh, she said, “Okay let’s do this.” She looked over to Winnie. “We need to get ready. Come on.”

	What did they have to do to get ready, Trorm wondered? As the deadline for the rendezvous with the Society drew near, he found out. 

	Trisha had supplied Winnie with a matching black outfit like the kind she wore to the Roaring Stag and produced a matching pair of white masquerade half masks. Where had she gotten them? They did nothing to actually disguise who they were, but the outfits did add a certain something, especially as they silently fell into place on either side of Trorm as he readied to open the portal to the temple. 

	He had produced his own black robes and the matching blank white mask Fifi had given him. Only his sheer size would distinguish him from the other Society members. Abigail had had to mess with his mask to make sure that he could wear his sunglasses beneath it. The fit was awkward, but it worked, and more, the so did the glasses without giving away their presence. 

	Beside him, everything about Trisha and Winnie said that they belonged with him in a way that showing up in their regular clothes, or even formal wear, wouldn’t have accomplished. They were his and they were meant to be with him.

	“Like I said,” Trisha said, responding to his feelings flowing through their link as he began casting his spell. “I know how this shit works.”

	The portal opened and he stepped through, followed by them.

	A figure in a matching outfit to Trorm’s waited for them by the desecrated alter in the ruined temple. The sunglasses didn’t register anything with the mask on, but the serpent ring on Trorm’s finger warmed and he was able to sense that it was Fifi Hympress. She must have been using an illusion again to make herself appear taller again. He supposed that made sense. A mask and robe wouldn’t do much good if the wearer was so much smaller than everyone else that she was immediately recognizable. Perhaps he should consider learning some illusion magic to make himself seem smaller? If things didn’t go as he hoped they would today, then he’d give that further consideration.

	Trorm nodded in greeting and said nothing. 

	“You brought company,” Fifi said in a deep, crackling voice that was not her own. In fact, it seemed to carry a masculine quality to it. Her illusions clearly weren’t satisfied with just making her look different. 

	“I did,” Trorm said. “My familiar and fiancé, both of whom have been attacked by our associate.”

	“You should have discussed bringing them with me before hand,” Fifi said. 

	“You’ll forgive me if recent activity has left me somewhat bereft of trust for my fellow Society members,” Trorm replied. 

	Fifi said nothing. Trorm couldn’t tell if it was an angry or an approving silence and wished his sunglasses could pierce her illusions. 

	“There will be protests,” Fifi said. 

	“Let them protest,” Trorm snarled.

	Fifi laughed, a disturbing effect that belonged in a horror film. 

	A portal opened on the other side of the temple and two more masked and robed figures stepped through. Trorm’s ring immediately identified Selma Larieth and Ishmael Hunt. Both came up short at the sight of Winnie and Trisha standing at Trorm’s sides. 

	“What is this?” Hunt demanded. 

	“The aggrieved parties,” Trorm said, stepping forward. “An attack has been brought against my people by one of our members. I demand restitution.” He fixed Selma with a glare and she shied back. “Or I will extract it myself.”

	“You violate our codes and traditions,” Hunt said, fury building in his voice. “And you dare demand restitution from my apprentice?”

	“I dare,” Trorm said levelly. 

	A wand appeared in Hunt’s hand, flicked a complicated motion, and conjured a silver fist that flew through the air straight for Trorm. 

	It crashed into the shield spell Trorm had thrown up the instant he saw the wand appear with a sound like a gong that shook the bones of everyone present. 

	“What idiocy is this?” Trorm demanded.

	Selma produced a wand in one hand, a gun in the other, and opened fire.
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	Another sound rang out as Selma’s bullet rang off of a second raised shield, this one before Trisha, who had mirrored Trorm’s magic and cast just as quickly as he could, creating a barrier as soon as the gun had come up. Selma’s spell went off at the same time and although there was no visible effect, Trorm could sense that it was the same psychic assault she’d tried on him before, only this time she directed it at Winnie. The spell struck Winnie and then sloughed off like rain from a windshield as the spell resistant ring that Trorm had given her protected Winnie from the psychic assault. 

	Selma gaped. Trorm didn’t need his sunglasses and her mask did nothing to disguise her shock. She had clearly expected to catch them off guard and put an end to things quickly. That not only her attack, but Hunt’s as well, would fail, wasn’t something that she had even contemplated.

	Selma staggered back and fired her gun wildly.

	Fifi Hympress vanished. One moment her specter was there, the next she was gone. Perhaps some form of quickened invisibility spell? Or had she ever been there at all? It was entirely possible that he’d only been interacting with an illusion before Selma and Hunt had arrived. 

	Hunt didn’t move. Bullets whizzed by him, striking harmlessly against Trorm and Trisha’s shields as they positioned themselves in front of Winnie. He stood in silence, waiting. For what, though? 

	 It struck Trorm as unlikely that a wizard of Ishmael Hunt’s skill and will would succumb to Selma’s mental domination spell. He couldn’t think of what else it might be. Clearly that spell of hers allowed her to exert some form of mind control over her victims. That explained some of the Society’s interest in her, as well as Hunt’s current actions. Likely or not, it had clearly happened because Ishmael Hunt was many things, irrational was not one of them. Nor was he prone to spontaneous acts of aggression. Most importantly, there was no way in all the frozen hells that Ishmael Hunt wouldn’t act to preserve his own life in a situation like this. 

	The gun clicked empty and Trorm recast his shield spell upon Ishmael Hunt and inverting it, transforming what had served as his own protection into a prison for the other wizard. 

	“Kill them,” Selma shrieked, and all traces of calm and dignity were gone from her. 

	Hunt flicked his wand and half a dozen slimians—slimy simian abominations from the eldritch plane covered in oozing tentacles—were summoned into existence. Trorm swore. Of course the conjurer could summon his pet horrors from within his magical prison. Trorm made a mental note to study how he might be able to block spells from being cast within the barrier of his shield when he inverted it later.  

	As the slimians attacked, Trorm expanded the shield surrounding Hunt so that it swallowed up the slimians before they could reach his party. With a gesture and an effort of will, he reduced it again, creating a telekinetic wall that scooped up the slimy monsters and shoved them back against their summoner. It took a greater effort to tighten the shield down with so much mass in the center, but Trorm willed it to condense, crushing the boneless monsters into Hunt at the center. Hopefully, he could keep the man from moving and that would prevent him from casting. 

	It might have worked too. Trorm wasn’t fast enough. 

	A portal opened behind him and Hunt fell through, feet first, dropping into existence at a horizontal angle to knock Trorm completely off balance. A pair of slimians followed hunt through while the rest whirled about as Trorm’s shield spell collapsed with his concentration. 

	Unfortunately for Hunt, this left him off balance and in melee range of Trorm, who regained his footing and swung his staff in a great, arching blow that would have left his brother’s cringing with its sheer unwieldiness. As comparatively amateurish as the attack was, however, it was powerful, and Hunt’s own defensive abilities were just as unpracticed. 

	He pulled back, but not enough. 

	Trorm’s staff caught him on the arm as he tried to block it. Both bones in Hunt’s forearm snapped and the limb bent double halfway between the elbow and wrist. The staff kept going and struck Ishmael Hunt across the face. The mask flew free, shattering, and revealing Hunt’s face as he fell over backward. 

	His eyes were glossy, his expression dazed and happy. He wore a leather dog collar around his throat. 

	Trorm’s eyes went wide as understanding dawned. The item was a control collar that allowed whoever placed it upon its victim to command them with powerful compulsive magic. He himself had briefly been subject to one, as had several of his friends. The collars Trorm had encountered had been in the hands of a gang of thieves who’d been working with the Ouroboros Society. Those two-bit thugs had been dangerous because they’d been loaned a bunch of magical items from the Ouroboros Society, all of which had been accounted for, save for the collars. 

	And now Trorm knew where they were coming from. So that was what Selma had meant when she’d said she’d lost several clients recently. She must have been referring to the gang of thugs that had been working for the Society and using her collars. 

	Crafting magical items was not easy, especially certain items that required very specific types of magic to be functional. Psychic spells that dominated a subjects’ mind were difficult to locate, their access heavily monitored and restricted to prevent from happening exactly what the collars could do from happening. 

	But Selma was a sorcerer. Her magic a part of her. She must have learned how to craft these collars to permanently hold her psychic domination spell. And with significantly more power than she herself was capable of producing upon casting. That was why the Society was interested in her. These were a relatively new development. They must be. It explained her sudden rise from magical street tough to luxury night club owner and secret society member. 

	Hunt and Hympress would probably love to simply use her as a domination collar manufacturer—which was probably why Hunt thought so little of her. Not that he was doing much thinking now with the collar he’d wanted to use wrapped around his own neck. Selma must have caught him by surprise when he went to collect her for this meeting. The real question was, would the rest of the Society respect that she’d managed to get the drop on her mentor, or would they rip her to bloody little pieces? 

	Hunt went down and the two slimians that had come through the portal with him struck, launching themselves at Trorm before he could get his staff back up or recast his shield spell. The first hit, then the second, and Trorm went over backward. 

	The world went white as lightning arced between the end of his staff and Trisha’s hands, then flew into the slimians. It didn’t make them sizzle and pop, only stagger back, but that was enough. 

	Trisha scowled. “They exploded when you did it before!” 

	“They’re from another plane of existence and possessed of a natural magical defense that must be worked around,” Trorm responded. He cast the same spell Trisha had just used and modified it more quickly than he ever had before to the spell that he’d worked his very first night at the Roaring Stag. The chain lightning leapt between the two slimians she had just knocked free of him, making them pop in turn before leaping to the other four coming at them from the other direction. 

	Trisha drew lighting from the end of Trorm’s staff and cast the spell exactly the same way that Trorm had. His initial assault after the first two exploded left the remainder alive. Trisha’s finished them off and they burst into puddles of slime. 

	“Lovely,” she said, wrinkling her nose. 

	Ishmael Hunt rose up, wand at the ready, then froze. 

	The sliced open collar fell from his neck as Winnie stepped out from behind him, holding No Moon’s glowing red knife of dispelling in her hand. She was grinning. 

	Hunt rubbed his throat where the collar had been, then glared across the temple at Selma, who visibly shrank in on herself. 

	“Well,” said Fifi Hympress’s horror movie voice as her illusion flickered back into existence. “That was fun.”

	Selma tried to flee, sprinting for the exit. 

	A silver hand slammed into existence between her and the exit, striking her with such force that she flew backward to tumble across the ground. Her mask fell away to reveal a bloodied lip and eyes wide with horror. 

	A pang of pity rang through Trorm. It was the sort of pity that he didn’t think that his Aflana-raised lovers would understand. Israxa might. Selma was weak and toxic and needed to be put down. Her fury over her own incompetence had poisoned her against herself and she would ultimately self-destruct. Killing her would be a kindness and it was a kindness that he could not afford to deliver. So instead he pitied her as Hunt’s conjured hand pinned her down to the floor of the lost temple. 

	“No!” Selma screamed, bucking and thrashing. “No, no, no!” 

	Her eyes affixed to Trorm’s and he felt her psychic assault begin again, a cloud of cotton pressing into his brain, filling every conceivable space in his skull. He grunted and the cotton burned away beneath his will and rage. Fresh fear washed over Selma as, for just a moment, Trorm could feel her sensing his own emotions through the backlash of her failing spell. He grinned and despite the mask obfuscating his face, Selma flinched. 

	She fell still as Trorm and Hunt both approached, Trorm flanked by Winnie and Trisha, Hunt trailed by Fifi Hympress. 

	They stood together for a moment in silence. It was shattered as Fifi’s horrific laughter filled the lost temple. 

	“She got you with one of those collars?” she cackled, her illusory self turning to Hunt. “After all your big talk about being in control and this jumped up hood rat gets the drop on you?”

	Hunt endured her laughter with silent stoicism. 

	“Did she ask you nicely to please hold still while she put the collar around your neck, or did you just bend over and say ‘here, slap that thing on me, I want to see how it feels?’”

	“Are you quite finished?” Hunt asked.

	“She’s just a sorcerer, you said,” Fifi laughed, the sound deep and broken and painful to the ears as it echoed eerily. “I can handle her, you said.” 

	“Respectfully,” Trorm said and Fifif’s cackling tapered off. “May we continue with the matter that brought us together?”

	“Of course,” Fifi said. “What would you have of her?”

	Selma renewed her struggling. Another psychic assault pressed in on Trorm and he mentally swatted it away. 

	“No Moon,” Trorm said. “I want him, first.”

	Hunt shifted so that he stood directly over Selma’s head and glared down into her eyes through his mask. “You have two options,” he said as she once more fell still, save for the rapid raise and fall of her chest. “You can accept whatever punishment we deem necessary for your multiple transgressions. Or you can die here and now, and nobody will ever find your body. Your only legacy will be a transition of paperwork as someone else takes over The Spire. Decide.”

	
Chapter Seventeen
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	They stepped through a portal into Selma’s office in The Spire a few phone calls later. 

	“You’re in trouble,” the grey parrot said from its perch behind her desk. 

	Selma threw it a dirty look. 

	She had regained some of her composure, cleaning the blood from her face, but there was no cleansing away the defeat that clung to her like an iron robe. Her own robes had been stripped away, revealing the sexy-turned-professional business attire that Trorm thought might be her staple style. Whatever else her punishment might include, she was no longer a member of the Ouroboros Society. Now she was just another tool in their arsenal. A tool that might be discarded at a moment’s notice. Selma knew this. 

	Trorm’s sunglasses kept feeding him back alternating emotions of TERROR and RAGE. 

	Selma went to stand before her desk and Fifi waved her wand. Trorm sensed before he saw the spell fall in place around them, then everyone but Selma appeared to vanish under a mass invisibility spell. Impressive. This was another one Nymal would want to learn. Perhaps she’d eventually learn to cast something like this. She was skilled, but not yet at Fifi’s level. 

	The doors to the elevator leading down opened and No Moon stepped into the room. He was bruised and doing his best to disguise a limp. Getting blasted through Winnie’s window must have hurt him. Good.

	“Where is everyone else?” Selma asked, tone imperious. 

	No Moon’s nostrils flared, and he sniffed the air. “You smell like blood.”

	Selma straightened and glared at No Moon, stalking forward. 

	The confident posture the lycanthrope gangster had struck diminished as she closed the distance and his gaze fell away. “Dead. The orc killed them.”

	“And where were they when he killed them?” Selma asked. 

	No Moon’s ears twitched. His head snapped up, fangs bared. That hadn’t been the reaction he’d been expecting. “You know.”

	Selma’s face twisted into a mask of fury, wrinkled and red. “I told you to leave the damn orc alone! I gave you orders! Where are the other Slicers now? What happened to them?” She stepped back, looking him up and down like he was covered in something that stank. “What happened to your loyalty?”

	That almost made Trorm snort. She had the gall to talk about loyalty after what she’d just tried to pull? The hypocrisy put a foul taste in his mouth. He thought again that this creature needed a pity-kill. 

	“Blood in, blood out!” No Moon snapped. “Slicers for life and you let her go! You let my mate go.” His fists shook. “And now she’s enthralled by some orc asshole.”

	“Do you know why I let Winnie go?” Selma said quietly. 

	No Moon’s lip curled back, revealing more teeth. He’d never looked more bestial. A mad dog on the verge of attacking at any moment. 

	“I let her go because I saw you for what you were, I saw what you did to her. She was a valuable asset, a good soldier and thief, and you were breaking her,” she said. “I let her go because I allowed myself a moment of pity for my fellow woman.”

	Trorm supposed he’d never know how true that was. Perhaps in her own mind Selma actually believed that. Trorm didn’t think that he did. Selma was too twisted inside to do something that honorable. There must have been other factors in play. This was just the explanation she’d settled on to justify her actions. Or perhaps she was attempting to appeal to his and the other Society member’s sense of pity. Or perhaps she was simply trying to hurt No Moon as badly as possible. Any and all could be possible. 

	No Moon recoiled as if he’d been slapped. 

	“I told you coming here meant we were joining the big leagues,” Selma said, more quietly now, disappointment rolling off of her in waves. “I told you there’d be new rules, that we had to watch our step, that I needed you to have my back.”

	“I do have your back,” No Moon protested. “I’ll keep you safe from anyone and anything. I’m your attack dog.”

	Selma gave a snort. “You’re just a mad dog. And you’ve turned on me.”

	“No,” No Moon protested. “I’m loyal.”

	“You deliberately disobeyed me!” Selma screamed and No Moon flinched back, ears going flat as he ducked down, a scolded hound. Heaving as she regained her voice after her outburst, Selma continued, “You went after the orc and Winnie and burned down his familiar’s house. His human familiar—does that give you any idea of the kind of power we’re dealing with here?”

	“I—I have something that we can use,” No Moon said. “I stole files, videos. We can use them to control him.”

	Selma seemed to deflate. “And you couldn’t just get in and get out with them? Why did you burn the house down?”

	He looked away. “I…I saw what was on them. And I got angry. Winnie…she’s not thinking right. She doesn’t remember that she’s supposed to be with me. Just me.” His head snapped up. “And then the paladin showed up and—”

	“And you decided that fighting a paladin of Thodos and killing a cop was the wisest course of action?” Selma demanded. “You’ve ended the Slicers, No Moon. You’ve ended us.”

	“No,” he protested, shaking. “No…”

	Selma flicked her wand and a glazed look came over No Moon’s golden eyes. It was a look of peace and the madness in them bled away. It was the most serene, almost normal, that Trorm had ever seen the lycanthrope. 

	Selma turned to where Trorm waited, cloaked beneath Fifi’s spell. “Trorm?”

	He scowled. She shouldn’t have used his name. 

	Fifi allowed the illusion to drop. Hunt approached and offered Trorm Selma’s gun. “His life is yours.”

	Trorm looked at the gun in his hand. Did he have time to simply shoot them all? He could probably get Hunt right now. But he still didn’t even know if Fifi was actually there or the real extent of her power. As rewarding as it would be to simply end everything right there and then, he couldn’t. This had to play out. 

	He closed the distance between Selma and No Moon, taking them in. She glared up at him, chin down. HATRED. 

	Trorm extended the gun, grip first to her. “He’s your mad dog. You put him down.”

	By rights the kill should be Winnie’s. She’d not hold this against him though. Winnie was many things, but she wasn’t an executioner. Even if she were, she was practical enough to understand the necessity of this. 

	Selma shook as she met his gaze. 

	This was the greatest possible punishment he could think of. For all her toxicity, Selma had built herself a clan. A clan that had self-destructed under her incapable leadership. He was the last tie to her old life and everything that she had scraped and clawed to build. 

	Hand shaking, Selma accepted the gun. 

	She met his eyes. HATRED. For a moment, Trorm saw his own death there. Saw her consider the exact same thing that he had just considered. She could shoot him now. He wouldn’t have time to get his shield spell up. If she did that though, she’d be torn apart. Selma Larieth was a survivor. 

	The gun roared. 

	Red splattered the elevator doors as the bullet exited the back of No Moon’s head. 

	A tightly corded bundle of emotions shot through Trorm’s connection with Trisha. He turned to find her staring at the body. 

	CONFLICTED read the glasses, but Trorm felt so many more things. He felt her satisfaction and savagery. He felt her sadness and regret. He felt determination mingled with resignation. 

	Beside her, the glasses gave a similar reading for Winnie. Her fists were clenched at her sides and shaking. Trorm wanted to go to her. To take her in his arms and shield her from all of this. How must she be feeling right now, seeing her long-time tormentor and one-time friend killed by the woman she’d once thought of as her clan leader and protector? This was truly the end of her old clan. 

	“I am satisfied,” Trorm told the assembled room 

	Selma threw the gun at Trorm. 

	It bounced off his torso, hit the floor, and went off. 

	The parrot leapt into the air and flew about erratically, crying out over and over, “You’re in trouble! You’re in trouble!” 

	Trorm glanced at the bullet hole the firearm had put into the wall and then at Selma. She shook with RAGE but didn’t say anything. She just glared. 

	“I am not,” Hunt said, moving forward. 

	“What else can you possibly do to me now?” Selma asked. 

	Hunt produced a control collar. 

	Selma screamed. She dove for the gun. 

	Slimians slipped into existence, filling the room. Slimy hands and tentacles grabbed her wrists and yanked her backward, shoving her onto her knees. 

	“No,” Selma screamed over and over again. “No! No! I did what you asked. I killed him!” 

	“You did,” Hunt replied as he loomed over her. “And for that you get to live. But even with your psychic compulsions you couldn’t control your minions. Between that and your betrayal, you’ve forfeited the right to be anything other than a tool for the Ouroboros Society.”

	“I can be more,” Selma pleaded. “I’m useful. You know I am!” 

	“I do know,” Hunt said. “And that was why I was willing to give you a chance before. But you’ve proven to me that you are a scorpion. If I pick you up again, you’ll just sting me.” He sighed. “I really had hoped that you might have a greater destiny than that of a living production factory for our collars.”

	She screamed until the collar closed around her neck. 

	“What was he talking about?” Fifi’s voice, made all the creepier for the sudden silence that followed Selma’s enchanted enslavement, asked. 

	“Sex tapes,” Trorm answered. 

	“I thought better of you,” Hunt said. 

	“And I you,” Trorm said, nodding toward Selma. She smiled dazedly back at him. No emotion played across the lenses of his sunglasses. 

	He turned to Fifi, as much to address her as to not have to look at the disturbing sight of the thing that had been Selma Larieth. “They were made without my knowledge or consent. It is being handled.”

	“That brainless idiot was able to get hold of them,” Fifi said, gesturing toward No Moon’s corpse. “He seemed to think it was enough to bring you to heel.”

	“Clearly,” Trorm said dryly. “He was mistaken.”

	Fifi stood there with the still bleeding corpse of No Moon and the cheerfully enslaved Selma Larieth and laughed. 

	The parrot alighted, calm once more, upon Selma’s shoulder and said quietly, “You’re in trouble.”

	

Chapter Eighteen
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	“I’m fine,” Winnie protested as Trorm carried her into the master bedroom of their house. She trembled in his arms. 

	Israxa followed them in.

	“I know you are,” Trorm replied. “You are strong and capable. You still need to rest and recover.”

	“I wasn’t even hurt,” Winnie said, burring her face in his chest as he drew near the still bereft bed. They’d need to fix that up sooner rather than later. For now, the blankets they had would suffice. 

	“You were,” Trorm said. “It’s just not on the outside. Rest.”

	Her ears drooped and she quit protesting, eyes already closing as he lowered her to the bed. Israxa and he lay down on either side of her, Israxa’s tail curling around them both, as if reassuring herself that they were both there and real. 

	In moments Winnie was asleep. 

	They lay with her for a time before Trorm’s phone chimed with a text. It was Nymal, asking him to come down to the lair. 

	“Take care of it,” Israxa said when he showed her the phone. “I’ve got things up here.”

	He leaned over, kissed her on the forehead, then eased off the bed and made his way down below. 

	Abigail and Nymal were waiting for him near the array of monitors he’d set up for Abigail. 

	“Future goals,” Abigail said as he approached. “Enchanted super computer. I’m building this thing. It will happen.”

	Trorm grunted and allowed himself a small smile. It was hard to be properly happy after such a grim day. A glance at the monitors revealed the scene from Selma’s office at The Spire moments before No Moon entered. 

	“Did we get everything we needed?” If they had, then everything had been worth it. 

	“We did,” Abigail replied. “But Nymal noticed something.”

	Trorm glanced at Nymal, who pursed her lips and pointed at the screen. “Watch the elevator doors when No Moon enters the office.”

	Abigail played the recording. The elevator doors opened. No Moon stepped out. The doors closed and he and Selma began talking. Abigail paused the recording. 

	“Did you see it?” Nymal asked.

	Trorm scowled. “See what?”

	“Play it again,” Nymal asked and Abigail did, slowing things down this time. 

	It was faint. So faint that it was small wonder that Trorm hadn’t noticed it before. A slight distortion in the air behind No Moon before the elevator doors closed. 

	“What is that?” Trorm asked. 

	“Illusion magic,” Nymal said. “Not a spell, but an effect. Someone’s got a well-crafted enchanted item keeping them concealed.”

	“We weren’t alone in that office,” Trorm said slowly. That could complicate things, but ultimately it changed nothing. He’d done what he had to do and they had everything they needed. Even so… “Would you two mind studying this further?”

	“Not at all,” Nymal said. “I’m glad to finally be of help.”

	Abigail shrugged. “Sure thing. You ready to send everything to Mistress Tempest.”

	Trorm blinked. Mistress Tempest? Oh right, that would be Cherry. She was Abigail’s clerical leader, so she’d have a title of some sort. It was strange to think of. “Please. The sooner we get everything to her and the authorities the better.”

	It wouldn’t be enough to undermine the entire Ouroboros Society. There were many more members than Fifi Hympress and Ishmael Hunt, but with those two in custody perhaps the right people, with training and expertise and more legal backing than Trorm, could begin unraveling their network. It was a blow that he was satisfied with. Learning their new spells had been good, but they were unequivocally evil. The sooner he had nothing more to do with them and their schemes for world domination, the better. 

	A tug inside his chest drew his attention and he became aware of a sudden shifting in Trisha’s location. One moment she’d been in his house, the next she was miles away. She must have learned how to use his new portal spell. That was impressive. 

	The raging conflict of emotions he felt from her was even more so. How could someone feel so much and not explode?

	“I need to go,” Trorm said. “Winnie’s resting upstairs with Israxa. Will you two be okay while I deal with Trisha?”

	Abigail laughed. “Does anyone really ‘deal’ with Mom?”

	“Good luck,” Nymal said. “We’ve got this.”

	Trorm opened a portal and stepped through into the remnants of the Madden’s living room. The upper half of the house was gone, leaving he walls open above to the sky. Smoke still curled up from charred beams and walls. Everything was blackened and the air smelled of smoke. Oddly, the sofa had survived more or less intact. It stood there, like a testament to the power of the Madden’s hospitality. Or perhaps a tomb stone. 

	Trisha stood beside it, one hand resting on the arm, looking at the ruins of her house without actually seeing them. 

	“Insurance is going to pay out,” she said without looking back at him. “I made sure of it. We’ll be okay.”

	“Financially,” Trorm replied. “What about the rest?”

	Trisha still wouldn’t look at him. Trorm’s sunglasses began to give him a read out on her emotions and he took them off. Carefully, he tucked them into the pocket of his shirt. This didn’t need to be recorded and he didn’t need them giving him Trisha’s stats like she was a baseball card. 

	“I’m fucked,” Trisha replied. “So, so fucked.”

	Her shoulders shook and Trorm realized that she was crying. 

	He closed the distance between them so that he stood behind her and laid a hand on her shoulder. She didn’t pull away. 

	“You are the absolute worst and the absolute best thing that has ever happened to me and my family,” she said, still not looking back. 

	“You protected Lilian and have given her a major breakthrough on this case. Abigail has a full scholarship to the Academy of Arcane Ascension and is a cleric to boot because of your connections. And me…I’ve got magic again…and I’m ruined.”

	She twisted, pulling away from his hand so that she was facing him, staring up into his face with teary eyes. “Everything is twisted. I’m keeping secrets from Lilian again. Abigail’s scholarship is from the Temple of Oona and she’s a cleric of hedonism who secretly makes sex-tapes. And my new magic is really your magic and I’m so tightly connected to you that I don’t know where my emotions end and yours begin half the time.”

	She sniffled and wiped an eye, taking a step back. “You know, I dabbled with girls when I was young. Nothing serious, mostly just enough to get the boys to buy us drinks. That’s what I told myself.” She shook her head and anguish rolled off of her through their connection mingled with despair. “And you…I shut myself down after Victor. I knew I couldn’t trust myself with any man. Especially not while my girls were around. It took me so long to come to grips with what he was doing to my Abigail. I swore no one would ever hurt either of them again.”

	She threw her head back and laughed. “And here you are! I was fine and then there was you and it’s like a gods damned dam has broken inside of me and everything I’ve been denying myself for years is rushing through me. And I can see, sometimes feel, what you get up to with those girls.”

	“We devised a method to block you from having to see that anymore,” Trorm said, hesitantly. He’d been diligent about casting it, despite nearly overwhelming distraction. 

	“I know!” Trisha shrieked it, doubling over until her head hit his torso and she stopped, heaving. “I know,” she said, voice hoarse. “And now I’ve got nobody to blame but myself.” She looked up into his face, fingers clawing at his shirt. “Do you understand? I can’t blame you anymore.”

	“You watched us,” Trorm said, understanding dawning. “You’ve been watching us.”

	“I don’t know when it quit being a punishment,” Trisha said, burying her face in his chest. “I had to stop it from continuing and then it wasn’t going to stop, and it was…Trorm, I’m a terrible person!”

	“No, you are not,” Trorm said, reaching down. With one arm he held her, with the other he stroked her hair as she gasped for air against him. There were too many emotions for him to process through the connection. It was an overload for him. It had to be so much worse for her. 

	“I want you,” Trisha whispered. “And I want them. Like you want them. Only it’s not like you because it’s just you waking up pieces of me I buried so deep. I never want to be Trixiel again. I denied myself everything so that I wouldn’t go back to being her.”

	“You’re not Trixiel,” Trorm said softly, stroking her hair and holding her. The best thing he could do for her right then was to be still. She needed something to hold onto and someone to let all of this out with. One way or another, he was her person. 

	“I’m worse,” Trisha said. “Trixiel didn’t have children. Trorm, it’s not just Nymal and Israxa…I want to hold them. Kiss them. Touch them. But not just them. I am sick, Trorm. So sick.”

	“No, you are not,” Trorm said firmly. 

	“I am,” she said, looking up into his face. Her mascara had bled down her flushed cheeks. It looked like orc maiden war paint and he became keenly aware of her body against his. She gave a little laugh, sensing him through the bond. 

	“I am,” she repeated. “You know it.”

	“I know that you are a good woman who has given everything to protecting two girls who have grown into two remarkable young women who I care about very deeply,” Trorm said. “I know that you care about them too. I know that’s why your desire is tearing you up. You don’t want to hurt them.”

	Her hands slid up his chest to wrap around his neck. “This can’t happen, Trorm. It will destroy my family.”

	“Lilian and Abigail are both adults,” Trorm replied. “Neither is of your blood. You gave all that you had to them and denied yourself everything. You have sacrificed everything for their well-being. And my own.”

	“Don’t break my family,” she whispered, eyes lidded. “Please.”

	“You have a new family, Trisha,” Trorm said back, voice quiet, tender. “A new home. My clan. With people who love you, who appreciate you, and want you to be happy. I want you to be happy.”

	“With what I want, I don’t deserve to be happy,” Trisha said.

	“Yes, you do,” Trorm replied, and kissed her. 

	It tasted of salty tears and sour adrenaline and rode a tsunami of emotions that ripped free of the both of them in an eruption that brought them crashing together, consumed utterly and completely by the onslaught of passion. 

	

Chapter Nineteen
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	On some level Trorm had not been unaware of Trisha’s growing attraction for him and his lovers. It had been something he’d made himself ignore. At first, because she was his host mother. An appreciation level on Abigail’s sunglasses wasn’t a guarantee of anything and acting on that growing number would have been a disaster. 

	Then she became his familiar. He’d sensed her struggle, had sensed her desire, had been aware that the first time he’d made love with Abigail Trisha had been so overwhelmed she’d practically assaulted Israxa. That was the third barrier. Abigail. His fiancé. They might not share blood, but Trisha was her family. The woman who had adopted her and raised her and sacrificed her entire life when she’d discovered that Abigail was being hurt. 

	None of it mattered anymore. Not that she’d been his primary anchor in Aflana and provided him food and shelter. Not that her stepdaughter was his ally and her adopted daughter his lover. Not that she was his familiar and shared an empathic arcane connection to him because as soon as they kissed the world became right. 

	That empathic link between them fed Trorm her passion, her desire, her relief at his acceptance of her and her feelings all while feeding his own back into her and then back into him. It created a cyclone of emotion that circled back and forth between them in an ever-growing exchange that drove everything out of Trorm’s mind except for Trisha. It was terrifying. It was exhilarating. 

	Trorm had lost himself to rage and fury on more than one occasion. Those were not times that he, as a wizard, a cerebral being and mental warrior, was especially proud of, but which he could acknowledge as an orc and man. He’d thought he’d similarly lost himself to lust before. And he had. With Winnie. With Nymal. With Israxa. With Abigail. But even while lost with them there had been an element of control. If at any point one of them had said “no,” or asked him to stop, Trorm would have been able to break away and do that. 

	Here and now with Trisha, Trorm couldn’t have stopped if he’d wanted to. There was too much between them. It was like they each had a fire within them that was being passed back and forth, urging the other’s flames to greater and greater heights until they were completely consumed to the point where Trorm couldn’t be sure where Trisha ended and he began. 

	For a moment, just an instant, before Trorm’s control shattered, he experienced a spike of fear. It was like standing atop a cliff and looking over the edge, knowing that you were about to fall or jump. It didn’t matter if you had a parachute or a flight charm—the fall was coming, the ground both leaving your feet and rushing up at you, and all control lost. In that instant Trorm could have stopped everything, pulled back, grabbed hold of himself before taking them both over the edge.

	Then he felt Trisha and understood that she wanted this, wanted to go over that edge with him. Needed it and needed him in a way that she’d never needed anything before. With her, he knew unequivocally that this was what she wanted and that even if he couldn’t stop himself, that it wouldn’t be an issue because she’d never ask him to. Their desires were two streams careening into each other, becoming a river that carved a new bed out to sea. Trorm let go, allowing them both to be caught up in the current and consumed by the fire. 

	Her kiss was salty with tears, sour with adrenaline, and sweet with passion. The edge of uncertainty with it was blunted almost as soon as it was felt by their cycling mutual desire. Their tongues didn’t dance or duel so much as wrestle in a never-ending contest for dominance where either’s victory was a victory for both of them.

	Trorm’s hands explored Trisha’s body, sliding over her bare thighs, over her denim clad hips, and beneath the t-shirt. Her flesh was soft and hot. Her body quivered beneath his fingers. Her own hands clawed at him, grabbing wherever they could, tugging at his shirt, sliding over his chest and arms and neck. 

	Trorm took a step, lifting Trisha up as he moved, carrying her until her back was pressed against the burned wall of her living room. One of her legs lifted, wrapping around him, the other remaining on the ground for balance. They adjusted their weight and grip instinctually, bodies acting in unconscious coordination, with none of the natural awkwardness or fumbling of first-time lovers. They simply moved together, their bodies each eager to bring joy and release to the other. 

	Trisha’s hands left Trorm’s body and went up over her head. Almost at the same time Trorm’s hands caught the hem of her t-shirt and lifted it up. Honeyed skin came into view, revealing her taught abs and the faded all-seeing-star scar of Xosione over her womb. Then it was higher, and Trisha’s bra-covered breasts came into view. It was one of the bras she wore to work, designed to lift and present her breasts so that customers would be more likely to give big tips. It was simple and functional and displayed her assets well. 

	As soon as the shirt was free of her head, Trisha flung it aside and reached behind her to release the clasp. Trorm grabbed the bra and hurled it across the charred floor, leaving her breasts to bounce free. Had he been less consumed by their combined empathic urges, Trorm would have slowed down to appreciate them in their honeyed hue and caramel-capped glory. Instead he attacked them, lifting her up higher, her foot leaving the ground, and capturing a nipple in his mouth. 

	Her hands clawed at his head. Her head threw back and she moaned. “Naked,” she gasped. “I want to be naked with you. Please!”

	He lowered her back to the ground. With movements that would have been impossible for a couple not magically attuned, they simultaneously undid her shorts and shoved them and her panties down at the same time. Trisha stood before Trorm in a pair of Converse shoes and nothing else. Unlike all of his other lovers, she was not bare between her legs. Winnie possessed a delicate covering of fur, but not true pubic hair. Trisha’s had been styled into a dark, narrow landing strip that tapered as it reached her entrance, directing the eye toward her sex. She was swollen, glistening with need, and glorious.

	Trorm captured her mouth again, leaning her back against the wall. She returned his kiss with interest, but while his hands explored her naked body, hers found his fly. Trisha didn’t bother divesting Trorm of his clothing, she reached through his open fly, found the opening in his boxers, and pulled his engorged member through. His erection was immediately sandwiched between their hot bodies. The softness and heat of hers felt exquisite against the underside of his shaft. 

	“Inside me,” she gasped, breaking the kiss. “I want you inside me, Trorm. Now. I can’t keep waiting. Please don’t make me wai—OH!” 

	Trorm lifted her up, her legs wrapping around him, and his erection found her entrance. The thick head parting her folds to enter her had cut off her pleading. The feel of it brought Trorm up short as well. He could feel her pleasure. It was an alien but not unwelcome experience, sensing her satisfaction and the pleased sensation of having him there. 

	He knew without any explanation that this moment, when her lover was only just entering her, was one of her favorite parts of love making. He could feel her struggle to accommodate his girth after more than a decade and a half of complete celibacy devoid of any penetration. He was hurting her in the best way possible. She wanted to savor the feel of him entering her. She wanted him to hurry up and be completely inside of her already. She wanted everything at once and for a moment Trorm froze.

	Then he was caught up once again in the overpowering currents of their passion and he shoved into her. She threw her head back in a silent scream that Trorm felt reverberating inside his chest. He thrust into her deeper. Deeper. Her passage was hot and slick but tight and offered delicious resistance that left her gasping as he reclaimed parts of her body that she had tried to shut away forever. 

	Trisha’s first orgasm hit before he was completely buried inside of her. It didn’t just stay with her though. It traveled through their empathic link to reverberate through Trorm like the crash of thunder. Distant but still palpable and saturated with ecstasy.

	For his other lovers, Trorm would have given them time to adjust to him. Trisha didn’t want to adjust. She wanted the gates she’d erected between herself and physical pleasure torn away completely. So Trorm didn’t stop, he drove himself into her completely, shoving her naked body against the wall as he claimed her, bottoming out, then withdrawing just enough for a solid return thrust. Over and over and she came again, this time with a scream that managed to escape her throat. Her orgasms washed over Trorm like the tide on the beach, driving him to greater heights of passion. 

	“Oh yes!” Trisha slapped the wall. Struck him on the shoulder. Bucked and writhed in his grip. She grabbed his face in her hands and kissed him. “Gods above, you’re big. So big. They’re all so small. I couldn’t understand how any of them could take you inside them.”

	Her words broke Trorm from his lust-fueled frenzy. His lovers never spoke of one another like that while he was making love with them. It was both off-putting and incredibly arousing. So much so that he wasn’t able to do more than acknowledge the hotness of hearing about his fiancés’ sexual prowess from his newest lovers without being driven to greater heights of passion 

	“Oh gods!” Trisha called out again. “So hard. So big. Oh. You like it when I talk about them, huh? Take me like your brides, Trorm.” She jerked her head toward the charred sofa, the lone surviving piece of furniture in the burned down house open beneath the sky. Trorm immediately knew what she wanted and hefted her away from the wall as if she weighed nothing, their bodies remaining joined as he carried her over behind it. Only then did he slide free of her. The air was cool on his length after the heat of her body. 

	He spun Trisha around and bent her over the back of the sofa. Months ago, when Trisha had been magically trapped behind the personality of her younger self, Trixiel, she had tried to seduce him here. This moment was so much better than whatever giving in to the temptation then would have yielded. It made the claiming of Trisha now, bonded as they were, eager as they both were, so much sweeter. 

	The perfect globes of her ass and the blades of her shoulders were marked with soot from where she’d been pressed against the wall. Her legs spread apart to grant him easier access. “Please! I want it. I need it. I need you. Please! Gods, I can’t believe I’m begging!”

	Trorm took her in a single thrust, parting her flesh much more easily after their union from moments ago. She was tighter in this position but that was no real barrier. Her body welcomed him into her. He didn’t just accept her invitation, he invaded her. His thrusts jerked the sofa, his hips slapping her full ass with each thrust. 

	Trisha cried out in orgasm again. It struck Trorm, then she came again, the first rolling right on into the second. Her passage clenched and undulated. Her fluids soaked him. 

	Trorm couldn’t hold back anymore. Her pleasure was his. His pleasure was hers. And both redoubled over and over between them. He came, continuing to thrust into her with every pulse of his orgasm. Withdrawing, thrusting, releasing deep inside of her over and over until a third orgasm overtook her and careened through his own, adding to it. 

	Trisha went slack over the sofa, breathing heavily and not moving. Trorm let himself finally be still, standing behind her until his erection softened and slid free. Their combined fluids drippled from Trisha and onto the back of the ruined sofa. She made no move to stop it, simply resting and basking in the afterglow of great sex. 

	A sound drew their attention. Trorm and Trisha both looked up the entry hall and were abruptly reminded that the house was not nearly so private as it had been. The sky was open to them and many of the walls were burned low. They’d been fortunate not to have been interrupted before. 

	They were less fortunate now. 

	Standing in the entryway to the burned down living room, staring at them in horror, was Lilian. 
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	The scream that followed was like being thrown through a glass window, full of force and sharp, broken pieces that ripped and tore. Lilian’s face was red. Tears streamed down her cheeks. Trorm didn’t need his sunglasses to read that she was in pain and beyond furious. 

	“My mother!” she screamed and came at him with the machete she’d taken from Winnie. 

	Trorm regained his balance and barely got to his staff in time to deflect the attack. Only it wasn’t just one attack. Lilian’s assault was like a thunderstorm made of steel. Her blade scored two shallow cuts across Trorm’s forearm as he staggered back, tripping over the rubble as he struggled to keep from being cut to pieces and stay upright. If he fell, he would die. 

	Trorm swung the butt of his staff up, trying to drive her back with a counterattack and nearly got skewered as she easily sidestepped, ducked inside his now open guard. Lilian followed up by driving an elbow with as much force as any of Trorm’s brothers ever had delivered right into Trorm’s ribs. He staggered back, barely avoiding being disemboweled by a follow-up strike that his mind registered as being almost idly thrown. 

	Despite fighting with her side by side all this time, despite growing up in a martial culture that embraced physical prowess and combative skill, Trorm had failed to recognize just how dangerous Lilian was. He had fallen into the classic wizard’s trap of thinking of martial experts as somehow less dangerous than himself because of the power and versatility of his spellwork. When they had first met, he’d not liked the idea of fighting her, but that had been more because he hadn’t liked the thought of the consequences that would follow from him incinerating the stepdaughter of his host mother. He’d never once considered that she might be able to take him.

	She was human. She was a young woman. She had no magical abilities to call her own. Just a sword and a god that gave her some odd authority and healing. All of that arrogance now cost him. Lilian fought with the skill and ferocity to do any orc warrior proud and her assault was so relentless that ordering his thoughts together in order to cast a spell was an intense struggle. 

	He suffered two more cuts and a shallow stab that took him in the upper shoulder and then tore free of his flesh in a spray of blood as she continued to come at him, all rage and steel. Strangely it was the pain of the last that gave him clarity and focus enough to cast his shield spell. It snapped into existence between them in a rippling dome, deflecting her follow up attack that would have caught him low in the stomach. 

	It gave him enough time to catch his footing and say, “Lilian—” before shining golden light suffused her machete’s blade as she called upon the power of her deity. She redirected the power of her rebuffed attack into an even more powerful overhanded strike and smote him in a blazing strike of light that bit into his sensitive eyes before it ever reached his shield. 

	The smiting blow fell. 

	A sound like a great bell rang out and power swept through the burned down house, sending up a cloud of ash and cinder that rode up the walls to join the smoke overhead. 

	Trorm’s shield shattered. 

	He caught the strike on the haft of his staff. The machete blade sank nearly halfway through and only its magical nature and his own orcish strength kept her from cutting straight down into his ribcage. Shocked as he was by his primary defensive spell’s failure against this opponent, Trorm had regained something of his rhythm. 

	He needed distance. As Lilian yanked her blade free, Trorm opened a portal behind himself and stepped back through it as she came at him again, closing it as soon as he stepped through. He appeared across the living room as she spun around. 

	“My mother, Trorm,” Lilian snarled, taking up a feral fighting stance. 

	“Lilian,” Trisha said. She’d been pulling her clothing back on in the few seconds that Trorm had been fighting for his life. 

	“Shut up!” Lilian screamed at her. “I can’t even with you right now! Thodos, I can’t un-see that.” She shook her head, tears flying. “What about Abigail, Trorm! Isn’t it bad enough that you’re fucking three other women plus my sister, now you’ve got to cheat on her with our mom? On all of them?”

	“Abigail is a priestess of Oona, the deity of hedonism,” Trorm replied. 

	But Lilian had a point. He should have talked with his fiancés before this. That said, he knew them all. He knew that Winnie and Israxa would both approve. Nymal was a bit of a mystery with regards to Trisha, but she’d been the most keen on being Trorm’s orc-wife and that meant that he’d on occasion acquire another bride. It was unusual to obtain this many orc-wives this quickly, but it was a mark of his prowess as an orc husband and provider. And again, Abigail was a cleric of Oona. This might be awkward at first, but she’d not begrudge either him or Trisha what they had shared. 

	“You disgust me!” Lilian screamed. “You’re always talking about honor—you’ve dishonored my whole family. My clan! Does that translate to you? You have broken my clan and stolen our honor.”

	“Lilian!” Trisha shouted, but Lilian was already in motion. 

	She rushed across the open living room, machete held high as she charged. 

	“I do not want to hurt you,” Trorm said as she charged.

	“Too late!” 

	Trorm blasted her with lightning. It wasn’t the most powerful attack that he could deliver. For all her fury and power, he had no desire to hurt Lilian. He blasted her with enough to stun any of his fellow football players. It should have taken her out of the fight. Instead, her blade nearly caught him in core again as she rushed straight through it. 

	The lightning bolt that should have dropped a man twice Lilian’s mass had barely slowed her down. Her shirt had holes burned in it, revealing burned and reddened flesh below. If the pain reached her though her rage, she barely noticed. 

	Trorm caught her next attack on his staff as years of training during his childhood finally caught up with him. The follow up attack he deflected more by luck than skill, then blasted Lilian with an even stronger bolt of lightning that sent her airborne. She spun through the air and crashed onto the sofa. Both it and she bounced and she rolled over onto the floor smoking. 

	“Damn it, Lilian, I don’t want to hurt you,” Trorm said. 

	For a moment, Lilian was on the ground, leaning against the overturned sofa. Then her hand came away from the furniture. Her fingers shone with wetness. She stared at the result of Trorm and Trisha’s lovemaking in horrified shock.

	She was up again in an instant and coming at him once more. The same golden glow that had shone upon her blade now suffused Lilian’s entire body as she ran. Trorm threw up his shield spell between them once more and was rewarded by her attack coming up short, the blade bouncing from his invisible dome as attack after attack fell upon it. 

	Lilian stepped back, the glow fading. When it did, the burns Trorm’s lightning had inflicted were gone, leaving only smooth, pale skin, reddened by wrath rather than wounds. He’d seen Lilian heal others before, it shouldn’t have come as a surprise that she could turn that healing power upon herself. 

	A shoe hit her on the back of the head. 

	It bounced to the floor and both Trorm and Lilian turned to find Trisha standing at attention in full on Mom-mode. “Young lady, if you don’t stop this instant so help me you will not like what follows.”

	“Won’t like what follows?” Lilian asked, voice hollowed by shock mixed with derision. “What, like fucking your daughter’s fiancé?”

	“You watch your language,” Trisha snapped back. 

	“Or what?” Lilian said, storming across the living room toward her mother, blade at her side and no longer ready to strike. Trorm didn’t relax. It was so different seeing her work with a blade and knowing she was fast than being on the receiving end of her attacks and experiencing that speed firsthand. Instead of casting a spell though, Trorm reached for his sunglasses. 
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	“How long has this been going on?” Lilian demanded. 

	“None of your business,” Trisha retorted, which was not what Trorm would have said. 

	Predictably, Lilian didn’t back down. She got right up in her mother’s face and stood her ground. “Sure, my mother and sister, my only family, fucking the same asshole isn’t my business. Okay. You know what absolutely is my business? Arresting criminals, like the fuckers that burned down this house.” 

	The realization came too late as the pieces clicked into place with Trorm. 

	“How long have you two been with the cabal?” Lilian demanded, poking her mother hard in the chest with a finger. 

	Trisha slapped it away. “We are not with the cabal.”

	“How deep do the lies go!” Lilian screamed. It was a scream full of purest agony that left Trorm’s own throat raw in sympathy. “I saw you! You and him and Winnie—those masks didn’t hide you. Thodos, I should have known it when you used that portal spell during the attack on our house. How was I so blind?” PAIN.

	“The distortion by the elevator,” Trorm said. 

	Lilian spun around and lifted a charm that hung about her neck. “Invisibility charm. Cost me a pretty penny but I guess it was worth it, huh? Now I know how they’ve been staying one step ahead of me.”

	Her shoulders shook. The blade in her hand trembled. RAGE.

	“You bastards figured out just how to hurt me, didn’t you?” she said, voice suddenly quiet. “I must have been getting close to something when they slipped you into our home, huh?” She spread her arms, holding them out as if to display the ruins of her family’s house. “You must be so proud. You’ve destroyed my house and broken my family beyond recognition.”

	“It’s not like that,” Trisha said.

	“Don’t!” Lilian shouted, whirling on her mother, blade extended so that Trisha had to duck back to avoid being struck. “Don’t. Just stop with the lies. You were always so good at them. How long were you waiting to join up with another secret society? It must have killed you when Thodos called me to be a champion of law.”

	“Watch it, Lilian,” Trisha said, the sadness in her words back by steel.

	“Thodos, Mom,” Lilian pressed on. “How long did you really wait to get Abigail away from Dad? You were fucking him, so of course you’re fucking Abigail’s man now.”

	Trisha’s slap caught Lilian across the face with enough force to jerk her head to the side. “How dare you?”

	Lilian was still for a moment, then lashed out with a return slap across Trisha’s face that split her lip. Blood trickled down Trisha’s chin.

	“You are both under arrest,” Lilian said. “For conspiracy, magical enslavement, gross abuse of magic, and complicity of the murder of No Moon.” Lilian turned to Trorm. RAGE. PAIN. SHAME. “You’re too powerful for me to try to take alive, Trorm. Surrender now and you’ll receive a fair trial.” 

	Trorm stood straighter, staff at the ready. “I deny your charges. The situation is not what you think it is.”

	Lilian sprung. The attack came fast. This time Trorm was ready for it. So was Trisha. 

	They moved as one, lightning arcing between his staff and her hands and Lilian’s glowing body as she charged him through the current of electricity. The light burned and the scent of scorched flesh and ozone flooded Trorm’s nostrils as Lilian came on, glowing with divine light that healed her almost as fast as Trorm could electrocute her. Flesh burned, regenerated, then burned again as he and Trisha blasted her. It was the most powerful magical attack that they could manage on their own together and it wasn’t enough. 

	Lilian was going to reach him. Golden light already shone upon her blade as she readied it for a smiting strike, crying out in silent rage and pain and determination 

	Let me the dungeon core residing in Trorm’s staff whispered in his mind. I’ll put an end to this. 

	Fresh power began to course into the spell. Too much power. Lilian’s flesh burned faster. Her scream changed, becoming more agonized than enraged.

	For a moment, Trorm recalled being back in the dungeon with himself and Trisha, wielding the power of the dungeon core. Together they’d incinerated a horde of monsters. He did not want that to happen to Lilian. Not now, not ever. He couldn’t do that to Abigail or to Trisha and Lilian wasn’t his enemy, no matter how much she was hurt or confused. 

	He resisted the power the core tried to flood into their spell. 

	Stop resisting, the core snapped. I can pop this bitch like a balloon, and we can get on with our lives.

	“No!” Trorm roared and opened a portal directly below Lilian. 

	She fell. 

	The portal closed. 

	The lightning arced for a moment between Trorm and Lilian before fading, leaving Trorm seeing spots. 

	Trisha fell to her knees, weeping. 

	Why did you stop me? the core demanded. Now she will become a much larger problem. She will bring this land’s laws against us and you have already moved against the Ouroboros Society. We will be attacked by enemies from all sides, fool!

	“Lilian,” Trorm said, struggling to regain his breath after the effort of resisting the core’s power and casting another spell in tandem with one already in action. “Is not our enemy.”

	She doesn’t seem know that, the core said. 

	“She doesn’t,” he replied. “Not yet. But she will.”

	He just hoped she didn’t realize it too late. 
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