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	Trorm Coldstorm was busy. He’d been busy for the last three weeks. It was the only way to keep himself sane. 

	Things were good, he told himself. He had three amazing girlfriends, a job that genuinely interested him, and was enrolled at the Academy of Arcane Ascension on a full ride football scholarship. Granted, one the relationship with one of his fiancés had to be kept a secret or she’d be completely ostracized and potentially hurt by her own people, Saint Scrolwerds, which housed the Academy of Arcane Ascension, had been shut down for the semester, and his internship with the city police wasn’t keeping him nearly as occupied as he’d have liked. 

	All of which wasn’t even touching on the problem of his new familiar.

	Trorm hadn’t wanted a familiar. Usually familiars we’re small animals, a bird or a cat, though some enterprising wizards opted for larger or more exotic animals. It was an intimate magical bond that enabled the spellcaster to cast their spells through their companion and share an empathic and limited telepathic link. The familiar gained some physical enhancement and magical ability, the wizard gained an enhancement to particular types of spells depending on what kind of creature his or her familiar was. 

	Which was part of why Trorm hadn’t wanted one. He was too early in his magical career to lock himself into a particular school of magic. Unfortunately, Trorm hadn’t had much of a say in the matter. More unfortunately, he had never heard of any wizard having a human for a familiar and couldn’t even begin to speculate as to what they were supposed to be able to do. And most unfortunately of all, Trorm’s familiar was the mother of the family hosting him during his stay in the United Confederation of Aflana. 

	Uncomfortable did not begin to cover it. Poor Trisha Madden, who had been through more than her fair share of trouble since Trorm had shown up on her doorstep, got to experience certain sensations as Trorm did. As their bond was the doing of a goddess of hedonism, those sensations included every time Trorm experienced any sort of erotic pleasure. A fact which they discovered the hard way just after he’d made it clear to his three girlfriends that he wanted to make a future with them.

	Three absolutely beautiful women. No form of sexual release. There had been a lot of cold showers over the last few weeks. Trorm had discovered that his greatest weapon against absolute insanity was to keep busy. 

	This had initially manifested in searching for a secret cabal that Lilian Madden, a paladin of Thodos and Trisha Madden’s stepdaughter, had been hunting for. Trorm had held a grudge against the mysterious group since first arriving in Aflana. He wasn’t certain of the exact nature of the cabal’s relationship with Arlen Hunt, who had gone insane and tried to kill Trorm and his friends, but there definitely was one. More recently still, they’d been connected to a horrible group of thieves and rapists. 

	Trorm had come face to face with one of their masked number and barely gotten out alive. His fist clenched at the memory. Next time he wouldn’t be out of magic. Next time he’d be ready. 

	The trail had quickly gone cold. Whoever this cabal was, they were good at covering their tracks. Trorm had been forced to find other ways to keep himself occupied. 

	He stayed late at the precinct volunteering for extra duties. He took his girlfriends on dates, making sure that Winnie, Nymal, and Israxa felt loved and appreciated as individuals and not just as some kind of collective. And he spent a lot of time in the public library, which was where he found himself now, pouring over old texts of New Augustine before the earthquake that had forced the entire city to rebuild over the ruins.

	At the same time Trorm had made Trisha his familiar, he’d discovered an abandoned temple dedicated to Thodos, a god of justice, underneath New Augustine. He’d been back once with Lilian and found the place thoroughly desecrated. Apparently, having a gang of thieves, murderers, and slavers turning the structure into a base camp would do that. They’d also found something else.

	The entrance to a dungeon. 

	Not a prison or torture chamber, a dungeon. A semi-sentient magical structure known for incredible ambient magic. Magic that spontaneously created monsters and warped already living things that dwelled inside of it for too long without appropriate protections. Sentient magical creatures were drawn to dungeons, the most powerful and intelligent taking over the magical structure’s core and using it to shape themselves a lair full of traps. 

	Nobody had discovered a new dungeon in years but despite Trorm’s best efforts, he’d thus far failed to find anything about this one in any record available to him. If the dungeon had been known before, then the city would have some kind of record of it in their library. Which was why he’d been spending so much time there. He and Lilian were both eager to go inside, him to study everything he could get his hands on and she to slay whatever evils might have cropped up without her deity’s temple there to safeguard the dungeon’s entrance. 

	Trorm realized that he’d been staring at the text before him without actually reading it and blinked. How long had he been staring? His leg was shaking and his eyes felt dry. He blinked again, trying to get his eyes to moisten. Focusing was difficult. He groaned and brought a hand to his forehead. 

	This dungeon could provide so much. They were incredibly dangerous, yes, but they were also known to hold all kinds of treasure. That would handily solve his money issues. More importantly still, was the dungeon core. Dungeon cores were the primary components the greatest wizards used to create their towers. To have one at his age…he’d be hailed as an upcoming archmage, to say nothing of the practical effects of having his own magical fortress. One he could set up just about anywhere he chose. None of which would happen if he got himself and his party killed because he failed to properly research what it was they were up against. 

	Their group was thus far to consist of himself, Lilian, and Winnie. They’d talked about adding a fourth but weren’t sure who they could trust for the job. It didn’t matter anyway because Trorm couldn’t even bring himself to read the page before him. He growled through his teeth. Ferocious ancestors, he couldn’t wait for the Academy to reopen so that he could have access to their library of arcane texts—works of spells and studies one couldn’t simply find on the internet and find a way to break the familiar bond. If he had to go through much more of this, he thought he just might explode. 

	He closed his eyes. They were supposed to go down into the dungeon tomorrow. He hadn’t been able to find out much, but he sure as frozen hells wasn’t learning anything that could help keep them alive right now. 

	Small, pale hands reached over his shoulders to massage his temples. 

	Trorm stiffened. He knew that touch. It sent shivers through his body.

	“Nymal,” he groaned. 

	“Trorm,” she said, voice barely a whisper behind him. 

	It was a tossup which of Trorm’s girlfriends was the more controversial, his submissive noble naga from a matriarchal society, or his transwoman elven lover who was feeding into a number of negative stereotypes by dating him. Nymal had been his friend before his lover and had come out as trans at the start of the semester, facing overwhelming opposition from the other elves on campus. Elves were slow to reproduce, which was why so many worshipped Fuxdus the goddess of fertility, and Nymal’s hormone replacement therapy had effectively made it impossible for her to ever have children. Trorm was probably the local elves least favorite person, since all of them seemed to blame him. 

	Of his girlfriends, Nymal was probably the most intelligent, being a wizard herself and significantly older, at least chronologically. She was also the most insecure and timid. There was nothing insecure or timid about her touch now as she caressed his temples and face. 

	“Are you trying to relax me or get me worked up?” Trorm asked, letting his eyes close and leaning back into her touch. He’d been coming to the library so often these last few weeks the librarian had given him his own study carrel in the back. It amounted to little more than a closet with a reading table, but it served his purposes perfectly, providing quiet and privacy. Both of which were incredibly tempting now that he was alone with Nymal. His body ached for release and he found his erection growing despite himself.

	“Yes,” she said. 

	Trorm groaned, shifting uncomfortably in his chair as he reached up to grab her slender wrists in his massive hands. She was so tiny compared to him. The thought did nothing to help his current condition. “That’s not a good idea.”

	She leaned forward and her small but pert breasts pushed into the back of his head through the fabric of whatever it was she was wearing. “I think it’s a perfect idea.”

	“Nymal….”

	“Trorm. This has gone on long enough,” she said, voice quiet but stern. “I get that you’re trying to respect Trisha, but I just watched you stare at a page for nearly ten minutes. You’re so pent up its shutting you down. If this keeps up you’re going to get hurt tomorrow when you go down into that dungeon.”

	“I can’t—"

	“Shush.” She kissed his head. “Were you serious, back in the temple of Oana, when you said you wanted us to be your orc wives?”

	“You know I was,” Trorm groaned. 

	“Has that changed?” she whispered, lips caressing his ear. 

	“No.” 

	“Then you’re disrespecting us, Trorm Coldstorm,” she said. “You’re not seeing to our needs or to yours.”

	Trorm couldn’t think. It was like his head had been filled with cotton and that cotton had been soaked with a powerful aphrodisiac. He was so close to exploding. Had he been dishonoring his lovers by not making love to them? Maybe. Probably. He couldn’t tell. 

	Nymal kissed his neck and ran her hands down his chest. 

	“This…” Trorm groaned. “This is not a good idea.”

	Nymal pulled back, hands sliding free of his body. Trorm breathed a sigh of relief, then slowly turned to face her—only to stop dead. 

	Nymal always dressed cute. Miniskirts and tight tops were the norm. That was not what she was wearing now. 

	She’d done her makeup heavy and pulled her blonde hair into a pair of pigtails. The pink dress she wore had a heart-shaped top that clung to the contours of her breasts, putting them on display and barely covered the tops of her thighs, which left the tops of her white thigh high stockings on display. 

	Trorm blinked. Nymal had worn this out in public? To come to him? She was dressed to seduce and everyone who saw her would know it. Considering how shy she was, that must have taken a tremendous amount of courage. That was just as sexy as the outfit she’d chosen to display herself to him in. 

	She blushed as his eyes took her in. Ducking her head, she bit her lower lip and raised her eyes to meet his. “You like?”

	Trorm didn’t remember standing up. One minute he was sitting. The next his chair was on the floor and Nymal was in his arms. He lifted her from the ground, pulling her into him, and captured her mouth with his. She squealed, then moaned into his mouth as his tongue conquered hers. 

	He returned her to the floor. He was so close to exploding he had no sense of reservation. She’d come her to seduce him and succeeded. Trorm was going to take her gift and use her. His hand went to the neckline of her dress and yanked it down. The design didn’t allow for a bra and her pert mounds bounced free. He palmed one, squeezing it, brushing his large hand over her hard nipple. 

	Her own hands went to his belt and fumbled to unbuckle it. A moment later Nymal had his pants open and Trorm’s erection sprang free, the tip glistening with precum. They broke their kiss and she dropped to her knees, capturing the head in her mouth. 

	Nymal was the least experienced of his lovers but today she was easily the most enthusiastic. She didn’t just suck his turgid flesh, she attacked it with a ferocity and unbridled joy he’d never have expected of her. That tiny mouth of hers couldn’t take much of his girth but that wasn’t for lack of trying. In short order the head of his member was pressing as far into her mouth as she could go. 

	Nymal didn’t allow that to deter her. With both hands she squeezed and stroked in time to her rapidly bobbing head, pulling free to lick and kiss his length. She lifted his erection up and, looking up to meet his eyes, deliberately ran her tongue up the underside of his shaft before taking the fat had back between her lips and stroking him with both hands. 

	Trorm couldn’t hold back anymore. He exploded. 

	Trisha Madden staggered. A bottle of wine slipped from her hand to shatter upon the floor of the backroom as she cried out. The need had been building up inside of her over the weeks like a smoldering fire. The fire didn’t originate within her but that was where it burned none the less. 

	The force and quantity of Trorm’s orgasm was such that Nymal couldn’t contain it. His seed and shaft burst from her mouth and he sprayed her throat and breasts with his essence. She never stopped stroking him, holding his gaze the entire time. 

	Breathless, she grabbed hold of a shelf as her legs wobbled. Her panties were drenched from the discharge of her sudden and unexpected orgasm. Red-faced and struggling to breath, she pulled herself upright. Damn, she realized she’d come so hard that it wasn’t just her panties that were wet. At least the moisture didn’t show up well against the black of her short shorts. Could she do anything about the smell? She reeked of sex.  

	Nymal grinned up at him, looking very pleased with herself. “Feel better?” 

	“Yes,” Trorm said. “More.”

	She let out a yelp as he hauled her up and bent her over the reading table, shoving the books aside. He hiked up her little dress and ripped her tiny white panties free. Her little testicles were tight up against her small erection, which was bobbing with need between her legs. Trorm reached around and pressed the panties into her mouth before positioning his still hard member at her rear entrance. 

	“Oh, gods above!” Trisha exclaimed. 

	She staggered into the corner, away from the broken glass and spreading pool of wine, and slid down to the floor, her legs giving out, her hips involuntarily bucking. Her core clenched, burning with need and her nipples tightened, pressing into her bra like little diamonds. 

	Nymal groaned into the torn cloth and pressed back into him. Her passage glistened. She’d lubricated before coming to him. She’d been expecting this, wanting it. The thought drove him wild and it was all he could do to keep from bellowing with raw masculine triumph as he shoved himself into her. 

	“Oh fuck! Oh fuck!” Trisha cried out, hips bucking. Tears of pure need pearled in the corners of her eyes. 

	Inch by inch Trorm sank into Nymal, shoving her into the reading desk, and took her. Trorm didn’t have it in him to be gentle, not with so much need backed up inside of him, and especially not in this position, a sign of submission sacred to orcs. He claimed her. Taking her hard and fast, plowing into her with his full strength as she whimpered into her panties until he finally exploded again deep inside of her. 

	He staggered back, shaft dripping as it slipped free of her. 

	Trisha had only thought she’d come before. For a moment her world went white. She didn’t realize the sound she was hearing was her own scream for several moments, in part because her back was so arched it hurt. Her thighs were absolutely drenched. She sank to the floor. The tears that had formed in the corners of her eyes finally flowing free with shame and relief. 

	Rage coursed through her and she reached for her phone. 

	Nymal lay limp over the edge of the table. Her own member, now soft, had a long clear line of substance dangling from the uncut tip. His essence leaked slowly down between her legs to drip from her tiny scrotum. Trorm grinned. That was a sight he missed, seeing his women full with his seed. 

	His phone buzzed in his pocket. He realized that it had been buzzing for some time. Trorm already knew who it was before he pulled it out. Text message after enraged text message blew up his screen. All of them were from Trisha Madden. There’d be the frozen hells to pay when he got home.  

	Trorm groaned and sat back into his chair. “Worth it.”

	“Gods dammit, Trorm!” 
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	Trorm pulled up in front of the Madden residence half an hour later with Nymal, in the draco-truck, his three-headed monstrosity of a vehicle. Nymal had actually arrived at the library wearing a heavy coat, not uncommon for this time of year with winter pressing in. She’d had to sit on it after scurrying out of the library, face beat red, and into his vehicle or risk making a mess. Trorm found her distress amusing but hadn’t teased her. She’d gone out of her way for him at personal risk and Trorm more than appreciated it. His heart actually swelled a little in his chest thinking about how afraid she must have been dressing like that for him in public, to say nothing of their activities in the study carrel.

	“It was Winnie’s idea,” Nymal said suddenly as they drove through the Madden’s neighborhood. 

	Trorm looked over at her. 

	She flushed, pointed ears turning crimson. “I think she wanted to come today herself but…she said it would mean more coming from me.”

	Trorm reached over and gave her hand a squeeze. “That was very brave. And I do appreciate it. That said, I appreciate making love to you anywhere. The same with Winnie.”

	Nymal offered up a small smile. “Thank you. But I…I wanted you to know. She deserves some credit. I’d never have worked up the courage to do this without her.”

	Trorm nodded and pulled to a stop at the Madden’s house. He got out of the truck first, one of the three draconian heads little out a hydronic hiss as he passed them to get Nymal’s door and offered her a hand down. She took it, her other going to the hem of her dress in an effort to hold it down and not flash the neighborhood. She smiled up at Trorm, pointed ears red but her eyes alight. Nymal knew that she, and what she’d done, were appreciated.

	A low whistle sounded from near the driveway. Trorm found a human in a colorful jacket standing there. The man was maybe a year or two older than Trorm himself and tall for a human, only a few inches shy of Trorm’s own six foot six and in more than decent shape. From what Trorm could tell, the man was attractive, but he had no eye for such things where males of any race were concerned.

	“Can I help you?” Trorm asked as Nymal’s face burned even brighter than before. She clutched his shirt and pressed herself into his back, as if wishing that she could vanish into his shadow. She was a capable illusionist, so that was a real possibility. Then again, she didn’t seem to have her wand on her and Trorm had no idea where she could hide it in that little pink thing she was wearing.

	“Just admiring your lovely lady friend,” the human man said, striding purposely toward them. “I heard rumors you were dating an elf girl.” He offered a grin. 

	Trorm noticed that the man didn’t hesitate over the world “girl” which was a point in his favor. If he’d heard the so-called “rumors” then there was no way he didn’t know that Nymal was trans. He returned the man’s grin, not bothering to hide his tusks, and put a possessive arm around Nymal. “She’s worth admiring.”

	Trorm swore he could feel Nymal’s face burning, but she stood a little straighter against him.

	The man laughed and extended his hand. “That she is. I’m Daniel Bright.”

	Trorm traded grips with him, unsure whether or not he should have heard of the name before. “Trorm Coldstorm.”

	“I know,” Daniel said. “I’ve been waiting for you. You’re not an easy man to find with the school shut down.”

	Trorm raised an eyebrow. “How did you find me then?” Once that was settled, he could move on to the why. The how, though, could be important.

	Daniel grimaced and for the first time looked a little uncomfortable. “I hate to say this, but I used that Orc Watch app when the school wouldn’t give us your information.”

	Trorm and Nymal both stiffened. Orc Watch was an app for Aflana citizens to track the movement and activity of orcs around them with a speed dial built in to report said orcs to the authorities. That his address was available through it wasn’t just disconcerting, it was potentially dangerous. The Maddens had been through a lot since he’d started living with them. Not all of it was his fault, but Trorm couldn’t deny the correlation. He’d have to talk to Abigail about this. 

	That thought brought Trorm up short. Abigail Madden, Trisha’s adopted daughter, had been Trorm’s first ally, his first friend, when he’d arrived in Aflana. She hadn’t been put off by his being an orc—a male orc—and had immediately begun sharing her work with enchanting computer programs with him. She’d also reworked the enchantment on a pair of magical sunglasses his academic advisor had given him so that they displayed his interactions like a dating sim. 

	Trorm wasn’t wearing his sunglasses. He hadn’t in the last few weeks. He and Abigail weren’t talking and wearing them felt wrong while they weren’t in one another’s good graces. The problem was that Abigail and Trorm’s girlfriend Winnie had made sex tapes of Winnie and Trorm without Trorm’s knowledge or consent. 

	Truth be told, Trorm couldn’t care less about the videos. What had upset him was the potential threat they posed to his scholarship and position at Saint Scrolwerds. Human organizations, such corporations and academic structures, frowned upon sexual promiscuity and displays of sexuality. If those videos got out, Trorm might be sent back to the Glorious Horde. Abigail had known that. Trorm and Winnie had made up, vigorously, but he and Abigail hadn’t had a real talk since it had come out that he knew about her videos.

	“I feel I should stress that we used the app specifically to find you, not for anything else and we’ve already deleted it from our phones,” Daniel said.

	That only made Trorm more puzzled. Of the many things wrong with that sentence though, he focused on the one word that might actually move them forward and get him some answers. “Who is ‘we?’”

	Daniel tapped the side of his jacket, where a pair of symbols had been stacked atop each other. “I’m the Vice President of Saint Scrolwerds chapter of Psi Omega.” He pulled open his jacket and withdrew an envelope from an inner pocket and held it out for Trorm. “The school may be shut down, but life goes on and we need fresh blood. After everything you’ve done since coming here, I came to personally invite you to join our fraternity.”

	Trorm stares at the envelope. A fraternity? That was not what he’d expected, though now that he’d had it pointed out to him the type of jacket Daniel was wearing was obvious. Fraternities weren’t a part of academia in the Glorious Horde and Trorm hadn’t given them a good deal of thought, let alone study.

	Still, to be invited was an honor. What little he did know of fraternities suggested a long and arduous process of acceptance, full of trials that tested a man’s determination against his dignity. Trorm’s information also suggested they were largely a means for less academically inclined students to facilitate parties, though admittedly that information came from pop culture. Nothing about Daniel suggested he was anything less than an intelligent and capable man. And Trorm had enough enemies without making another by giving unintended offense.

	He accepted the letter. “Thank you.”

	Daniel held up his hands. “I’m sensing some reticence. I get it—not a lot of wizards in frats. But Tibs mentioned you were interested in going into politics.”

	That caught Trorm’s attention. “You’re friends with Tibs?” 

	Tibs was a bard and another friend Trorm had made since coming to Aflana. He’d recently been tortured and brutally victimized and was laying low recovering with his plethora of lovers.

	Daniel shrugged. “Yeah. He’s sung at a bunch of our parties. Spoke highly of you. So did your teammates who are a part of our brotherhood.”

	Brotherhood? Daniel spoke that word with the gravity it deserved. And he knew both Tibs and several of Trorm’s teammates from football. And they’d all apparently thought it important to let this man know of Trorm’s own worthiness to be a part of this brotherhood. Despite his uncertainty, Trorm felt his chest swelling with pride and gratitude. He had been honored.

	“We’re actually having a party tomorrow night,” Daniel said. “Downtown at Cicero’s. We’d be honored if you came. Get to know us, let us get to know you, and you can see if you’d like to be one of us.”

	Honor was at stake. Trorm nodded. “I’ll be there.”

	“Excellent,” Daniel said, clapping him on the shoulder. “Looking forward to having you there.”

	A few minutes later he drove off and Nymal gave a little squeal, drawing Trorm’s attention. She was beaming up at him. “Trorm. Psy Omega just asked you to be one of them.”

	Trorm gave a slow nod. “So I gathered. You seem to think this is an exciting prospect.”

	“Trorm, they’re the most exclusive fraternity on campus! The waiting list just to apply is longer than your arm and almost all of them go on to majorly successful careers in business and politics. The president in the United Confederation of Aflana graduated a Psi Omega. These aren’t your stereotypical idiot frat boys.”

	Trorm gave her an appraising look. “You seem to know a lot about them.”

	Nymal looked away, eyes suddenly distant and the smile fading from her face. “I had a lot of pressure to try and get in when I first came here. My family didn’t realize I was just trying to get away so I could be myself.”

	Trorm pulled her into him with a one-armed hug. “I’m glad you found yourself.”

	Nymal smiled up at him. “Me too. I’m also glad I found you. And Winnie. And Israxa.” She glanced at the house. “And the Maddens, though I’m thinking that maybe I should be going.” 

	As she spoke, the garage door opened and a car swung around from the street into the driveway, parking haphazardly in the garage entrance. The driver side door swung open and Trisha Madden staggered out, face flushed, hair disheveled, and eyes brimming with fury. Trorm could feel her anger radiating from her to resonate within him through their connection. 

	If he hadn’t been so distracted by Daniel Bright and his offer from Psi Omega, he would have felt her drawing closer. She nearly stumbled as she stalked toward them on unsteady legs. She raised a finger, pointing at Nymal and Trorm sensed her fury rage hotter, now directed at the elf and her decidedly sexual attire. There was something else there too, though. A different sort of heat that smoldered beneath her anger like an undercurrent. Trisha’s eyes lingered just a hint too long on Nymal’s thighs and cleavage. 

	“You,” Trisha hissed, gaze snapping back to Trorm. “You did this! I was working when you decided to....to....”

	“Engage in consensual sex with my fiancé?” Nymal asked innocently. 

	Trisha tripped and barely caught herself from falling over. “F-f-fiancé?” Her shock was like a bucket of ice thrown down their empathic link. It didn’t smother the flames of unacknowledged desire and anger, but it did create a barrier between them. 

	Nymal bounces up and kissed Trorm on the cheek. “Got to go, bye Trorm! Ask Israxa to be your date tomorrow night. Winnie will agree with me!”

	She hurried off down the road, producing a phone from somewhere and putting it to her pointed ear as she made a call. She wasn’t nearly as helpless as or fragile as her appearance suggested, Trorm thought, admiring the way her ass swayed in her skirt. She could have summoned herself a ride at any time.

	“I was in the middle of work,” Trisha said, finally reaching Trorm. Trorm could see that she had been. She still wore her little apron, black shorts and t-shirt. The attire was simple but Tirsha made it sexy. She was tall and curvaceous, with honeyed skin, chestnut hair, and slightly canted dark eyes. Despite being in her mid to late thirties, a recent encounter with powerful magic had youthened her by about a decade. She smelled of sex and alcohol.

	Trorm held up the envelope. “I got invited to join the Psi Omega fraternity. Their Vice President just left.”

	Trisha blinked several times very quickly. “W—What? Trorm, please tell me that you and Nymal weren’t...with him...” she trailed off at Trorm’s scowl.

	“I don’t share my future brides, nor do I whore them out.”

	Trisha let out a long breath. “Thank the gods for that much at least. What exactly do you mean by future brides? That’s brides, plural. Is that what Nymal meant by fiancé?”

	“Orcs don’t have fiancés,” Trorm said. “I am courting my girlfriends with the intent to eventually marry them.”

	“But you’re not getting married right now?” Trisha demanded.

	“Don’t be absurd. I’m still a college freshman.” He had nothing yet to offer as a husband. No honor to share and no wealth to provide. A marriage to anyone right now would not be fair to his spouse.

	“Okay,” Trisha said, closing her eyes and making a visible effort to focus her thoughts. “Okay. You’re waiting to get married...good. Shit, what the fuck are we going to do when you get married?” She slapped a hand over her mouth as she realized how badly her calm had shattered. She might look like a twenty something bombshell, but she’d raised a pair of girls to adulthood and had made a habit of not swearing.

	Trorm put a hand on Trisha’s shoulder. “Trisha.”

	She stopped. Something hummed between them. A power. A connection. 

	“I am not celibate. I am not going to be celibate. I do not expect you to be celibate. I will respect your wishes and not have sex in your house, but this has become absurd. I am going to have sex with my wonderful lovers.”

	Trisha began sputtering then hissed, “I dropped a forty-dollar bottle of wine because you spontaneously gave me an orgasm from across town!”

	Trorm couldn’t help the grin that came over his face.

	“This isn’t funny, Trorm!”

	“It kind of is,” Trorm said, stepping around her and feeling much more calm than he had in days. Weeks actually. He glanced over his shoulder as he kept walking for the front door. “By the way, you’re welcome.”

	He laughed as she swore behind him.
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	The lost temple of Thodos was in and of itself a challenge to reach, buried in the underground where Old Augustine had sunk in an earthquake. Trorm had been able to find quite a bit in the old temple and the old city, but not a thing about the dungeon it concealed. It made a disturbing amount of sense. If the clerics of the temple hadn’t wanted it known they were hiding a dungeon, then they’d have been cautious with their records. When the city, and subsequently the temple, sank beneath the ground, all trace of the dungeon had been wiped from history. 

	This was both good and bad. On the one hand, it meant that Trorm, Winnie, and Lilian wouldn’t have any competition when it came to raiding it. Whatever enchanted items, lost artifacts, or treasures they recovered would be wholly theirs. Along with the credit when they made public their accomplishment.

	On the other hand, they had no idea what to expect when they got inside. Nobody had any idea this dungeon was here, let alone what kind of traps or monsters lurked within. And those traps and monsters had had the better part of an undisturbed century to grow in power.

	The trio had arrived together first thing in the morning, before the sun was even up, to hike down to the temple. Lilian insisted on praying at the alter to her deity, desecrated as it was, before continuing into the dungeon through the hidden entrance on the other side that Trorm had discovered. Trorm had no objections to the prayer. He wasn’t a follower of Thodos, Thodos wasn’t even in the pantheon of his ancestral faith, but he respected the god and his servant. He also wanted the three of them in top form for this, and if praying put Lilian at peace and heightened her focus, so much the better.

	Trorm wasn’t geared too differently than usual. He wore jeans, a jacket, and carried his staff. He carried a backpack with equipment he thought he’d need, including a multi tool, and had a pair of thermoses ducked into the pouches on either side, each full of homebrewed healing potion that Nymal and Israxa had helped him with. He’d had liked to add another weapon, such as a machete or a pistol, to his equipment, but unfortunately that wasn’t a legal possibility and wasn’t worth the risk, especially not when both Lilian and Abigail could cover those things.

	Lilian wore SWAT issued armor with a transparent shield and faceplate, distinguished from official SWAT officers by the absence of insignia and the presence of a headlamp and a jogger’s belt loaded with small plastic bottles of red healing potion. She too kept a backpack over her shoulder and several quick loaders for her revolver dangled from it. 

	The real surprise was how well-prepared Winnie was when they’d picked her up. She was dressed the all black protective gear Trorm had seen extreme dirt bikers wear and had a combination sheath slung over her shoulder to let her draw a shotgun or machete quickly. She said she preferred her baseball bat, but the machete was lighter, easier to transport, and a more useful tool in addition to a decent backup melee weapon. The shotgun made obvious sense in the close confines of the dungeon tunnels. It also was probably illegal and acquired recently, otherwise she’d have used it before now. Trorm hadn’t asked her why she’d had any of those things, just as he hadn’t questioned the pouch of lockpicks she’d affixed to her belt or the spelunking equipment on her backpack. 

	There was a definite disconnect between the cheerleader he’d met and the woman standing beside him now. Each of them made him want her. Winnie grinned at him, as if sending his thoughts as they waited for Lilian to finish praying. “See something you like?”

	“Yes,” Trorm said.

	Winnie beamed at him. “You think maybe we’ll have time for a quickie after this before you pick up Israxa for that frat party?”

	Trorm grinned. “Let’s hope so.”

	“Let’s not,” Lilian said as she rejoined them, looking as if she’d just bitten into a lemon. “Considering Mom has to deal with it every time you get your rocks off.”

	Winnie pouted at her. “That’s not Trorm’s fault.”

	“Doesn’t matter,” Lilian said, shaking her head, face burning red. “I’m trying really hard not to think about it right now.”

	“I don’t think you’re, like, trying hard enough,” Winnie said.

	“Lalalala! I’m not listening,” Lilian said, clapping her hands over her ears for a moment, then letting them fall away. “Besides, there’s no way we’re getting out of here without getting totally covered in something gross at the very least.”

	Winnie’s pout turned into a mischievous grin. “Trorm’s pretty good in the shower—”

	Lilian clapped her hands over her ears again. “Lalalalala!”

	“Lilian is right though,” Trorm said. “If all we get is dirty, I will consider us lucky. Having a cleric in our group would make this much easier.” Or a druid. 

	“I get that Israxa has a lot on her plate,” Winnie said. “But why didn’t you try to get someone from the temple of Oana? Cherry’s like, really powerful.”

	“Also really busy,” Trorm said. 

	Cherry Tempest was the head of the church of Oana’s legal team. She’d set up her office in the local temple to the goddess of hedonism after Trorm had gained Oana’s favor. Trorm wasn’t sure how much he appreciated the deity’s influence in his life, but Cherry had proven an invaluable ally. “And Oana’s clerics aren’t...cut out for this kind of thing.”

	“They’re hedonists, not dungeon crawlers,” Lilian said, almost spitting the words. She’d been struggling with Oana’s church since Abbigail had expressed an interest in them when they sponsored an LGBTQ rally. More since her stepmother had become Trorm’s familiar thanks to the goddess.

	“In all fairness,” Trorm said. “We can hardly call ourselves real dungeon crawlers either. I’ve never been in one.”

	Lilian sighed. “Me either.”

	They both looked to Winnie.

	Her long ears perked up. “What are we waiting around here for? Let’s get going!”

	She started for the dungeon’s hidden entrance. Lilian hurried after her, sputtering and demanding more information. All of which the bunny-girl effortlessly and cheerfully ignored. 

	Winnie had confessed to Trorm that she had something of a past. The kind of past that came with experience picking locks and sneaking through secure buildings. He hadn’t asked her for more details and she hadn’t offered. Whatever her past was, Trorm was grateful for the skillset it had given her. 

	They quieted as Lilian opened the dungeon entrance and Winnie slipped quietly down the staircase that opened before them leading below the alter. Trorm had argued extensively with himself about their marching order and roles in the group. Letting Winnie go first made sense. She could see in the dark as easily as he could, hear better, and knew what to look for in the way of traps. And if there was some nasty creature waiting for them, she was well armed and fast enough to get back to him and Lilian.

	Together they shared the role of “kill anything that attacks us,” as well as the groups general knowledge and support base. Lilian would distract any monsters while Trorm fried them and heal any of them if they were hurt. Trorm’s primary role was to keep his distance from anything dangerous, solve puzzles as they arose, and offer the group arcane support and knowledge. It was the first of those tasks that he struggled with. Trorm didn’t care for his allies being in danger while he tried to avoid it. He knew it was the right call, that his best work would be done if he wasn’t under threat. That didn’t mean he liked it.

	They followed Winnie down the stairs into the dark. There was something comforting to Trorm about the dank stone and absence of light. It made him think of the caves below the Glorious Horde where the clans established their strongholds. It smelled right and there was no light to hurt his eyes.

	Unfortunately, Lilian didn’t have the same advantages as he and Winnie. She held her sword aloft and whispered a prayer to Thodos. The still collapsed blade began shining with soft golden light that filled the staircase. Instinctively Trorm winced, only to realize after he did that the usual pain that accompanied sudden exposure to light hadn’t come.

	“Interesting,” he said, then at Lilian’s questioning look continued. “The light from your sword doesn’t hurt my eyes.”

	Lilian’s smile was as bright as her deity’s blessing. “We’re allies, Trorm, and Thodos knows your heart.”

	Trorm supposed that that would mean something significant to a paladin. Perhaps even more than a cleric, a paladin’s life was devoted to the service of their deity. 

	He offered her a small grin back. “Glad to have his approval.”

	He was, too. Better the approval of a martial deity than his disapproval. That could prove fatal. 

	Winnie bounced up in front of them, her silence at odds with her happy grin and speed. “We got a door ahead of us. It had some nasty acid trap over it, but I took care of that and got the door unlocked. Thing is, the path splits in two. Didn’t want to get too far ahead with open space to my back.”

	“Wise,” Trorm said with a nod. “Lilian and I will hold position at the door while you go a little ways ahead and see what there is down each path.”

	He glanced over at Lilian. To his surprise she was nodding thoughtfully. “That sounds like a good plan. Are you up for it, Winnie?”

	Winnie nodded, making her long ears bob. “Like, totally. I got this.”

	Trorm waited until Winnie had bounced up ahead again, down the passage to the left, before speaking to Lilian. “I expected some protest.”

	She sighed. “We don’t always see eye to eye, Trorm, but I’m not deliberately going out of my way to argue with you.”

	Trorm nodded. “It is occasionally vexing, but I am glad of our alliance and that you are strong enough to speak up for your honor.”

	Lilian grinned. “As am I.”

	“Problem-problem-problem!” Winnie came hurtling back down the hall, all attempts at stealth abandoned as she hauled ass. She drew her shotgun, spun around, and fired twice at whatever was pursuing her, then kept running. The roar of her weapon echoed through the halls, slamming through Trorm and setting his ears to ringing. Gritting his teeth, he readied his shield spell, preparing to cast as soon as Winnie was safely behind him. 

	The roar that followed Winnie’s gun blasts was louder, longer, and angrier. The creature Winnie was running from came into sight a moment later.

	Trorm’s first thought was that Winnie was being chased by an enormous stag beetle. The thing was enormous, covered in glossy green chitin, and had a pair of three-foot mandibles framing a fanged maw. The way it moved was wrong, simian. Despite the chitinous body the thing had a body shaped like a gorilla and it galloped forward on two sets of massive knuckles. 

	Winnie’s shotgun blew pieces out of its armored hide but didn’t slow it down. A fact she seemed all too aware of as she sprinted down the hallway and threw herself over Trorm in an enormous leap that only a lagothrope with collegiate cheerleader training could have managed. As soon as she was past his head, Trorm thrust his staff forward and summoned his shield spell. The spell leapt to obey his command with unnatural swiftness, seemingly eager to throw itself between Trorm and the oncoming beetle-beast. 

	It slammed into existence not a moment too soon as the mandibles tried to snap him in half. Instead they were lodged open, as if caught on the edges of his shield. Thinking fast, Trorm adapted his shield spell on the fly, expanding it in a rapid pulse that ripped the beetle-beast’s mandibles clean from its head. 

	The creature shrieked and stumbled back. Lilian opened fire with her revolved and charged, emptying the round into the creature’s broad chest, shattering the chitin. An instant later her glowing sword punched through the weakened armor and straight into its torso. It fell over, thrashing and writhing. Lilian barely managed to duck back in time to avoid a massive hand taking off her head. 

	Winnie bounced over Trorm, landed on the downed beetle-beast’s broad head, and fired her shotgun point blank into the monster. Its head became a green mess of ichor and shattered chitin. 

	Winnie looked up at Trorm and the paladin with a grin that displayed her slight overbite. “I totally get why Nymal didn’t want to come now. This is like, totally nasty.” She stepped off the beheaded monster and her grin widened. “But how freaking cool were we?”
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	The hallway the beetle-beast had come from ended in a cavern coated with pale mucus. At first the mucus itself seemed to be glowing, but then Trorm realized that it was actually the countless little orbs inside the mucus giving off the eerie light. Eggs. Lots and lots of eggs. 

	“I vote we torch this like, right the fuck now,” Winnie said, eyeing the giant beetle-beast eggs. “This is nasty.” 

	“Also, dangerous,” Lilian said. “The dungeon must be making these things but…but there’s too many for just this one place.”

	Trorm nodded. “Dungeon’s occasionally have agendas of their own. This one appears to be amassing a monstrous army.” He could just imagine thousands of beetle-beasts spilling out of this place to take over the ruined city and caverns beneath New Augustine. And there was another, more immediate threat. “If we leave these things behind, they’ll probably hatch and come after us.”

	Lilian gave him a puzzled look. “Would they even be a threat? I mean, giant baby bugs are nasty, but still babies right?”

	Trorm shrugged. “Dungeon magic. Chances are they’d either reach maturity at an otherwise impossible rate or there’d be so many of them that it wouldn’t matter.”

	As if in response to his words, several glowing eggs squirmed free of the mucus and ruptured, spilling pale worm-like creatures with gaping mouths and thick arms out onto the slimy ground. They began growing fast and Trorm raised his staff to fire off a chain-lightning. He didn’t put much mana into it, which turned out to have been smart. The bolt leapt from maggot creature to maggot creature, rupturing them on the spot. The stench that followed made both girls cover their noses. 

	“Let’s back out of here and burn this place down,” Trorm said. 

	Lilian and Winnie nodded and started backing out of the chamber as Trorm readied his staff again when Winnie grabbed his arm and pointed at something on the far wall. “Look!” 

	Trorm did and had no idea what he was seeing. “What is it?”

	“It’s a safe,” Winnie said excitedly. 

	Trorm raised his eyebrow. A safe? “Shouldn’t there be a knob or a wheel?”

	Winnie rolled her eyes. “Like, maybe in the movies, but most safe’s use digital security now.” 

	As the smoke from the still burning corpses rose, the vaguely squarish shape locked in the mucus that Winnie was pointing to sank a little into the wall. Its position seemed somewhat precarious, as if it was teetering on the edge of falling back into something. “It looks like the mucus is the only thing holding it in place,” Trorm said. 

	“Wait, this stuff is mucus?” Lilian asked, looking horrified. 

	“What did you think it was?” Trorm asked. 

	“Like, spider silk or some kind of, I don’t know, amber substance,” she said, voice rising. “Not bug snot.”

	“Amber is tree sap,” Trorm said. 

	She glared at him. “Not helping, Trorm!” 

	Another trio of eggs wiggled free of the semi-solid slime to burst open in the air, spilling out baby monstrosities that wiggled and began growing larger. 

	“Burn it all and risk losing the safe or play whack-a-mole with the maggots while Winnie tries to get it open?” Trorm asked. 

	“Get the safe!” Winnie cried out as Lilian said at the same time, “Screw the safe, burn the bugs!”

	That left him as the deciding vote, and he had to act fast. “We’re going for the safe. Dungeons often store treasures or keys to other challenges in scenarios like this. Winnie, take point. Lilian, ready your sword.”

	Winnie eagerly led the way into the room while Lilian followed next to Trorm looking as if she might sick up. He squished one of the swelling maggot-beasts with his staff and she skewered another and they both reach the third at the same time. They hesitated, neither wanting to get in the other’s way. The maggot burst, bright green chitin spreading over it in a slimy wave, giving it a smaller but still impressive pair of mandibles, which it used to attack Trorm. 

	He caught it in the head with his staff just in time and Lilian skewered it with her sword. 

	“This is fucking disgusting,” she said. 

	“Are paladins allowed to swear like that?” Trorm asked, tone light.

	That earned him another glare. Then Lilian laughed. “Don’t be an asshole.”

	Six more eggs slipped out of the mucus and hatched. The race was on. Winnie began doing something to the safe, what exactly Trorm couldn’t have said, and he and Lilian began squishing the maggot-monsters as fast as they could hatch. Or nearly as fast. 

	The more they squished, the more creatures hatched. Lilian progressively grew faster, strikes growing swifter and never losing precision. Trorm on the other hand began to struggle. He was strong, but he didn’t spend nearly as much time practicing the fine art of hitting things with a stick nearly so much as he did in study. While every single giant bug he struck squished readily, he found himself missing more and more as they hatched more quickly.

	 Soon, he had maggots growing into miniature beetle-beasts and had to cast his chain lightning spell. The trio of newly minted armored terrors exploded in ichor and the smoke rose, caressing the mucus encasing the room. Winnie cried out, drawing his attention. She glared back at him over her shoulder, the safe having slipped further back into whatever hole was threatening to swallow it. 

	“Don’t burn the bug snot!” she cried. 

	“Don’t call it bug snot!” Lilian shouted back. 

	“What do you want it called then?” Trorm asked, returning to the primitive and ultimately ineffective method of clubbing his foes down. 

	“Not snot!” Lilian said. 

	One of the maggots swelled into a beetle-beast and got past Trorm’s defenses, clamping its mandibles over his shin, shearing through his meat until they struck bone. Trorm screamed and blasted the monster with electricity straight from his palm, not even bothering with his staff in his pain-fueled wrath. The lightning exploded through the bug monster and struck the mucus coated floor below, burning a hole clear to the stone floor beneath. 

	Flames spread out from there. Winnie cried out again. 

	Trorm collapsed, his leg unable to support his weight. Through the haze of agony, he was able to conjure his shield spell out of reflex, keeping the growing swarm of giant insects from overrunning him. 

	Gunshots rang out, maggots exploded, and the bullets that hadn’t been stopped by their bodies crashed into Trorm’s shield with ripples of magic. He threw a glare at Lilian, whose revolver was still smoking. She gave him an unapologetic grin that made him chuckle despite the pain in his leg. 

	Sword glowing, she charged the monsters trying to break through his magical defenses, becoming a dervish of sun-fire. Bugs were sliced and burned and fell to the ground in smoking pieces. Their smoke, however, didn’t appear to agitate the mucus the way the smoke that had resulted from Trorm’s spells had. Trorm suspected it had something to do with the divine origin of that powerful light. Whereas his own spells were actually reworking reality, Lilian’s glowing blade was more or less a tool for a god to impose its will directly on the world, laws of reality be damned. 

	“Got it!” Winnie cried out. 

	“Move!” Trorm bellowed. His vision was going fuzzy. He was losing too much blood from his leg. The flesh was just about ready to fall free from his all but bisected calve. He lurched toward the door, bulldozing his way through the remaining bugs with his shield spell. Winnie hurried after him and Lilian brought up the rear, slashing so fast her sword appeared to be a golden wall between them and the monsters. 

	Once they were all out in the hall, Trorm dropped his shield spell and let fly an enormous blast of chain lightning into the room. It leapt from bug to bug, exploding them as it went and setting fire to the mucus. Smoke poured out of the room, accompanied by the shrieks of an uncountable number of monstrous horrors. 

	Lilian dropped to Trorm’s side and laid her hands on his leg. Golden light infused her palms as she said a prayer to Thodos and the light spilled out over Trorm’s wound. The flesh knit itself back together, leaving only a faint scar behind as the light faded and Lilian fell back on her backside. 

	“Okay, that was a bad bite,” she said, breathing hard. “I don’t think I can channel any more of Thodos’s healing energies today.”

	Trorm gave a nod then looked to Winnie. “What was in the safe?”

	Winnie held up a piece of plastic. “It’s a key card.”

	Lilian blinked. “All of that for something I could get in the lobby of any hotel room in the city?”

	Winnie shook her head, making her ears flop about. “Probably not. This one probably opens something special deeper inside the dungeon.”

	Trorm grimaced. “Much as I would like to continue, I think we may need to call it here for the day and conserve our healing potions for our next delve.”

	Winnie’s ears drooped, but then she took in the state of her companions. “Those bugs did a number on you two.”

	“Someone wouldn’t let me fry them,” Trorm grumbled. His mind was replaying the fight over in his head and already he’d thought up three things he could have done differently. For example, his shield spell was seeming oddly malleable. Perhaps he could have reversed it and used it to pin all the bugs down while Winnie worked instead. Or maybe not. It didn’t matter. They’d made it out and he knew better for next time. 

	Winnie laughed and leaned down to kiss him on the cheek, only to pause. She spent a moment searching his face over before finding a clean space beneath his eye to kiss. “There. ‘Cause I love you. And it is love you know, otherwise there’s no way I’d be kissing you right now.”

	“Bet I could make you,” Trorm said with a playful grin.

	Winnie squealed and bounced back out of reach. 

	“Okay, you two can keep your sex play out of the dungeon,” Lilian said. 

	Winnie sighed. “We need more sex play. I know Nymal just got some, but it’s been way too long here.”

	“I cannot hear you,” Lilian said. “Lalalala.”

	Trorm shook his head. “Come on, we can tease the paladin when we’re safely back on the surface.”

	Winnie nodded. “Fair enough. Besides, we need to get you cleaned up for your hot date tonight.”

	Lilian appeared to have regained her hearing because she asked. “Oh, are you two going on a date?”

	“No, he’s taking Israxa out,” Winnie said cheerfully, then sighed. “Definitely no time for a quickie first with this mess. 

	Lilian didn’t seem to know what to make of that. “Oh. Uh…where are they going?” she asked, very deliberately not looking at Trorm. 

	“Trorm was invited personally to join Psi Omega,” Winnie said. 

	Lilian missed a step and stared, open mouthed, at Trorm. “No.”

	Trorm frowned at her. “You know who they are?”

	“Yeah,” Lilian said. “Sir Daniel Bright…you know who he is, right?”

	“The vice president of the fraternity,” Trorm said slowly. “Why did you call him Sir?”

	“Because he’s a knight,” she said. “Like, an honest to Thodos knight. Daniel Bright is one of the closest things Aflana has to nobility. That’s what Psi Omega is, Trorm. They’re the future who’s-who of our nation.”

	Trorm’s stomach began to sink. “Right. So, no pressure to make a good first impression.”

	Winnie scoffed. “Please, you’ve already made your impression. Trorm, they came to you! Think about that.”

	Trorm did. It didn’t quite set him at ease. 

	“This is the perfect group for you and Israxa to make your relationship public with,” Winnie said. “Think about it. Her people can’t object to your being together when a connection with you means rubbing elbows with like, this Daniel Bright guy.”

	That, Trorm decided, definitely did help. 
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	Picking up Israxa Rana for their date unfortunately meant dealing with her servants and staff. The goblins weren’t so bad, though Trorm wished he had his sunglasses. The last time he was here and had seen them, the sunglasses had refused to assign them a gender, which didn’t make any sense as far as he could tell. He wondered if that had been a onetime occurrence or if there had been more to it than that. Once more he wished he and Abigail were back on speaking terms. 

	The goblins weren’t nearly so bad as Sijat, however. Smaller than Israxa, her banded orange and crimson tail twisted behind her, the tip tapping like an agitated foot as she glared at him. “You will have her home by midnight.” 

	“I will have her home when she wishes to be home,” he replied tersely. 

	Sijat bared her teeth, but there wasn’t anything she could do to refute Trorm. He’d quickly figured out that the best way to take the steam from her anger was to find a way to counter her will with Israxa’s. Sijat might consider a male beneath her, but she’d twist herself into a knot and superglue herself in that position if her lady demanded it of her. 

	Whatever vitriol Sijat was working herself up to next was cut off as Israxa appeared in an emerald saree with gold trimming. Trom couldn’t help but notice the clothes’ hue was close to his own skin tone. He suspected it was a deliberate decision that somehow honored him in naga culture. No one had said anything outright, but it seemed to him the colors of their tails mattered a great deal to them. Israxa’s own tail was nearly twenty feet long and a buttermilk shade so pale it was almost white and marked with splashes of golden scales along the back. 

	“You are lovely,” Trorm said as she slithered up to him at eye level. 

	She reached up and adjusted his tie. Trorm had dressed a little nicer than usual and wore a suit that he hadn’t yet had cause to pull out of his trunk. It was a simple black affair, tailored after the human fashion with no significant rips or embroidery. The only splash of color was his crimson necktie. Trorm hates the thing on principle. Leave it to humans to put a noose around their own neck and call it fashionable. 

	“And you are very handsome, Mr. Coldstorm,” Israxa replied, meeting his eyes with a smile. 

	Sijat made a sound in the back of her throat that put Trorm in mind of a cat choking on a hairball. 

	He rolled his eyes and held out his elbow for Israxa to take. “Shall we?”

	She took his arm. “Yes, let’s.”

	Cicero’s was only a short drive away, during which Ixraxa momentarily let herself relax, resting her head upon Trorm’s shoulder until they parked. Once they arrived, she immediately slipped back into the role of a regal noblewoman and made sure she was of a height with Trorm as they made their way inside. 

	They were greeted inside by a pudgy hostess, who immediately recognized Trorm and had a bit of a geek out. “Oh, my gods! You’re Trorm Coldstorm!”

	“I am,” Trorm said amicably as the little woman bounced. “Oh, my gods. I mean, I wow. Are you on a date?” She eyed Israxa with open envy. And more than a twinge of fear. It was not wise to upset a creature with a tail that could squeeze you into paste 

	“Actually, we’re here for the Psi Omega party,” Trorm replied. This wasn’t the first time someone had recognized him, nor even the first time he’d been greeted with enthusiasm. He still wasn’t sure how he felt about it. At the very least it was better than being met with hostility and suspicion. 

	The hostess gaped, then with a visible effort, straightened herself and resumed a professional posture. “Of course, you are. Oh wow. I didn’t know you were a member. Right this way, sir.”

	Trorm almost said that he wasn’t a member but held back. After his encounter with Daniel Bright he’d done what every good wizard did. He’d conducted research. 

	Nymal hadn’t been wrong about this fraternity. Their members almost all came from well-off families or were attending school on an impressive scholarship. Grades were actually important to them and so were their extracurricular activities, largely because so many of their members went on to become business owners and politicians. The party element of this organization was an excuse for networking, not getting smashed and doing moronic activities. Considering Trorm’s own aspirations, this was an incredible opportunity.

	And then there was Daniel Bright. Or rather, Sir Daniel Bright. The man was an honest to gods knight. Not only did he come from ancient Aflana royalty from before the forming of the Confederation, which in and of itself could have gotten him the title, he’d earned it after graduating from high school after rescuing the mayor of his hometown’s daughter from a wyvern. 

	The hostess guided them through the restaurant to a set of double doors, which she opened for them to reveal a spacious private section with scattered tables, a raised stage with live orchestral music, and a bar. She grinned at them. “Enjoy, sir.”

	Trorm nodded and stepped inside. Everywhere he looked were suits and ties and cocktail dresses. Young humans that comprised Aflana’s future elite. And he’d been invited to be a part of them. It was intimidating and gratifying. Everything around him practically screamed elegance, class, and power. This was just a taste of what Trorm aspired to and a more than useful steppingstone in getting there. 

	“You fucking made it!” Someone grabbed Trorm and pulled him into a one-armed man-hug. When that someone stepped back, Trorm recognized Scott from the football team. He hadn’t realized that Scott was a member of this fraternity. 

	“Scott,” Trorm said with a nod. “I believe I owe you a thank you for speaking on my behalf.”

	Scott shrugged. “Meh, no worries. Hey, Winnie—oh, you’re not Winnie. Awkward. How are…things?” He frowned, looking confused. “Did you two split up again??”

	“Winnie is a dear friend,” Israxa said with a soft smile, not at all put off by Scott’s blundering. “And a strong enough woman to share Trorm with me.”

	For a time when Winnie and Trorm were split up, Winnie had dated Scott. It hadn’t worked out for either of them. That apparently didn’t prevent things from being awkward between them. Or keep Scott from harboring a something of a torch for the bunnygirl.

	“Good,” Scott said, clearly mustering back up his good humor. “That’s good! Come on, I’ve got to introduce you to folks. Can’t have my teammate being a fucking wallflower.”

	Elegance and class, Trorm thought dryly as Scott pulled him along to a group of people, were not Scott’s strengths. He was a good man though and while blunt to a fault, hadn’t let his history with Winnie get in the way of his friendship with Trorm. That was an impressive feat for any man, orc or human.

	The group he brought them to were all gathered around Daniel Bright, who held a glass of wine in one hand and had a stunning blonde on his other arm. 

	“He’s here,” Scott said, beaming as he all but shoved Trorm into the group. Many of them did double takes as they laid their eyes upon the orc and naga. One of the women actually shuffled away from Israxa, eyeing her tail as if it might leap up and grab her of its own accord.

	Daniel merely held up his glass. “I’m glad you could make it, Trorm.” 

	His eyes went to Israxa and something flashed across his face. Trorm wished he had his sunglasses. He’d gotten much better at reading human facial expressions, but the sunglasses did more than just clarify those. They actually told him what people were feeling. He had the distinct impression that Daniel wasn’t happy that he’d brought Israxa, but he couldn’t have said why. Admittedly, his sunglasses wouldn’t have told him that either. 

	Daniel quickly took over and began introducing Trorm to his companions. Charles Terry and his date Jo. He was studying geology and was interning for a prestigious oil and gas company. Dwight Hall and his date Kalie. He was running an online business. Milo Luna and his date Holly. He would be graduating at the end of the school year and starting law school next fall semester. And then there was Onas Tranan and his date Alicia. 

	Onas was an elf, though Alicia was a human. His long brown hair and delicate features marked him as effeminate by human standards, though Trorm had been around Nymal enough to recognize the elven masculine traits with absolute certainty. This was most assuredly a man. 

	He gave Trorm a cold once over and kept silent when they were introduced. 

	“What are you into right now, Trorm?” Charles asked.

	“I am interning with the local police,” Trorm said. A part of him wanted to brag about discovering the dungeon beneath the abandoned temple of Thodos but he held his tongue. If he was to make the most of that opportunity, then he couldn’t give it away. 

	Daniel gave him a peculiar look at that. It was as if he could sense that Trorm was holding back. Honorable, Trorm surmised, not stupid. 

	“Oh, that’s interesting,” Charles’ date, Jo, said politely. 

	“I thought your girlfriend was an elf,” Alicia said. It sounded like she’d been wanting to say that since Trorm had showed up with Israxa. 

	“One of them is,” Trorm said. 

	Israxa nodded as well. “You must mean Nymal. I’m afraid tonight is my night to date our boyfriend.”

	“You have more than one girlfriend?” Charles asked, sounding like he was in awe. 

	Jo did not look nearly so impressed. If anything, the look she gave Israxa bordered on appalled. “You mean you know he’s cheating on you and you’re still out with him?”

	“Trorm’s not cheating on me,” Israxa said sagely. If she was put off by Jo’s reaction, she didn’t show it. “Trorm’s seeing both of us.”

	“I’d heard orcs were polygamists,” Dwight said. “I’ve got to say, why anyone would want more than one wife is beyond me?”

	“Because one is all you need, right?” his date Katie said in a low, dangerous tone. 

	“Exactly, Sweetie,” Dwight said without missing a beat. 

	“We are polygamous,” Trorm said. “I had not expected to meet any women open to such an arrangement in your country. Discovering Israxa, Winnie, and Nymal has been a blessing from the ancestors.”

	“It seems so demeaning,” Jo said with a grimace. “But….”

	“But we are respectful of other nations’ and race’s cultures,” Daniel said. “And nobody is being hurt.” There seemed to be as much relief as there was authority in his voice. Had that look earlier been because he’d thought Trorm was cheating on Nymal then?

	“Right, nobody’s being hurt,” Onas said, speaking for the first time in a cold, cutting voice. “I doubt Nymal Torquinal would agree if we got him on his own.”

	“She,” both Trorm and Israxa corrected simultaneously. 

	“Oh yeah, that elf your dating’s, like, a shemale or something, right?” Scott said. “So, does she have a dick and everything or did she get the full surgery?”

	“You’ll never know,” Trorm said without glancing at him. His eyes were locked with Onas’s cold blue gaze. 

	Scott laughed. 

	Onas turned to glare at him. “You laugh? You know what he’s done to one of my people and you laugh?”

	“What I’ve done to her?” Trorm asked. 

	“Him,” Onas snapped. “You can force him to wear those clothes and makeup, but it doesn’t make him any less of a man. And with our number…you poison my race and deny us children.”

	“Trorm hasn’t made Nymal do anything,” Israxa said. “No offense to Trorm’s own power, but Nymal is quite capable. If she didn’t want to be involved with him, she wouldn’t be.”

	Trorm put his arm around her and squeezed her to him in a hug that was as much to reassure her as to thank her. Coming out like this and being as open as they were being was absolutely terrifying for his naga lover. Though her face seemed impassive, Trorm had come to recognize the subtle tells. Speaking up and engaging in conversation instead of simply letting him handle everything was difficult for her and he appreciated the courage and effort it cost her.

	 “I have done nothing to Nymal without her express consent,” Trorm said. “We were friends before we were lovers and I have done my best to be supportive in her decisions and transition.”

	Onas glanced down at his hand where a jeweled ring resided on his middle finger. He looked mildly surprised to see it there. No, Trorm realized, that wasn’t it. He could sense magic in the ring. It was an enchanted item, and Onas had expected it to do something that it hadn’t done. Some sort of lie detector, perhaps? 

	The elf looked up to Daniel, who raised an eyebrow. With a deep breath, Onas gave a nod, returned his attention to Trorm, and extended his hand. “My apologies, Trorm. I misjudged you. The loss of a potential parent…it is a loss for my race. But you have been a true friend to Nymal. Please allow me to be the first to welcome you to our brotherhood.”

	Brotherhood. Trorm liked the sound of that. 

	This had all been a test, he realized. The invitation might have been extended, but not everyone had been on board. Onas had just given some kind of final clearance. 

	Trorm accepted the hand and shook it. “It is an honor to be a part of it.”

	Onas and the others grinned. 

	“Does that mean you’re accepting my invitation?” Daniel asked. 

	Trorm nodded. “It does.”

	“Good,” Daniel said. “Come with me. I need to properly introduce and welcome you.” He turned to his date. “Leslie, would you please keep Israxa company so Trorm and I can have a moment?” 

	“Of course,” Leslie agreed without missing a beat and in short order Trorm found himself walking around the crowd beside Daniel as they made their way to the stage. “I’m relieved to have your relationship status clarified,” Daniel said. “I’m not fond of men who cannot respect their woman. Women, in your case, I suppose. It suggests a lack of honor.”

	He’d been right, Trorm realized. “I appreciate you giving me the benefit of the doubt.”

	Daniel laughed. “I’m more suspicious than you might think. What exactly is it that you weren’t telling everyone when they asked what you’d been up to? I’ve never heard of a wizard attending the Academy of Arcane Ascension doing something as non-magical as working with the police.”

	“There’s plenty of magic involved in my internship,” Trorm said.

	Daniel gave him a flat, sideways look. 

	Did Trorm trust him, or didn’t he? 

	Daniel made it a moot point an instant later. “When you’re ready to talk about it, come see me. That’s the benefit of being a part of a brotherhood like this. We help one another.”

	Trorm nodded. A knight would be helpful in conquering a dungeon, but it wasn’t his decision to make alone. He’d need to discuss bringing Daniel onboard with Winnie and Lilian first. 

	“I appreciate that,” he said. 

	“Not yet you don’t,” Daniel said, beckoning someone over as they reached the stage. Another member hurried over and handed over a colorful garment that Trorm realized was one of the fraternity’s jackets. Daniel held it out to him. “This was tailor made for you.”

	Trorm accepted it slowly. As soon as the material touched his skin, he could feel the magic coursing inside of it. His eyes widened. This wasn’t just a jacket. It was a powerful magical item. One that would increase his reserves of magic and offered a small degree of magical protection like his shield spell. 

	“Wizards usually wear magical garb, right?” Daniel said with a knowing grin. “I thought we might need to give you an incentive to wear our colors. We’re proud to have you, Trorm.”

	Trorm nodded. “I will do them honor.”

	He slid out of his suit coat and slid on the fraternity jacket. Power coursed through him. 

	Together they stepped onto the stage. Trorm’s mouth went dry as the music died. He’d been expecting it but being in front of so many people still made him uncomfortable. At least it didn’t seem like he was going to have to be the one to speak in front of all of them. 

	Daniel took a mic from one of the stands the musicians had been using. “Everyone, I have a special announcement. As we know, Saint Scrolwerds was shut down this semester. It’s played havoc with the entire system’s screening process, but there was one man we knew we wanted to join our brotherhood. Please welcome with me tonight, our only new brother this year, and the first orc in Psi Omega’s history, Trorm Coldstorm!”

	The announcement was met with thunderous applause. 

	Trorm stood proudly before them, the fear vanishing in the face of the open welcome. 

	Fear stabbed him in the chest like a blade of ice. He nearly staggered. The pain wasn’t his. It was Trisha’s. He could sense it flowing through their familiar connection. 

	She wasn’t at the Roaring Stag, she was at home. And the fear was growing worse. Trisha Madden was in her own home and absolutely terrified for her life. 

	

Chapter Six
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	Trorm drove the draco-truck right up into the lawn of the Madden’s house, leaving great trenches in the grass before it slammed to a halt to spill him and Israxa out. The heads whipped up in a roar, as if the vehicle wanted to join its passengers as they bolted for the house, weapons at the ready. Trorm had his new jacket and staff, the end crackling with energy. Israxa had plucked a bead from her Saree which had transformed into an AK-47 with a faint red glow.

	The entire drive over Trorm had felt Trisha’s rising panic. It was woven through with rage and despair and hurt. So much hurt. Not physical, he didn’t think, but something had wounded her deep inside so badly it threatened to swallow her whole. 

	Everything in Trorm wanted to break through the front door and charge in at whatever it was that was threatening his host family. Recent experience had taught him the folly of this tactic. It was too late for stealth now; they’d sacrificed that for haste and the draco-truck was not a subtle vehicle. But he could at last come at his enemy from a direction they wouldn’t expect. 

	He leveled his staff and blasted the front door with a bolt of lightning, then threw himself through the dining room window in the front, smashing through the glass and rolling across the floor. Not a single shard of it touched him and the blast of lightning had barely cost him an ounce of his magical reserves. This new jacket was powerful. 

	Israxa didn’t follow him through. They’d discussed it en route and she was going to sneak around the back of the house to come at whatever was attacking them from behind. While not as stealthy as Winnie, Trorm had seen first-hand what she could do to people when she caught them off-guard with that automatic rifle.

	Trorm sensed a magical attack responding to his assault on the door and allowed himself a savage grin as he righted himself and burst into the living room. 

	Trisha Madden sat on the couch, her arms and legs bound with a disturbingly familiar purple light. The bindings wrapped around her all the way up her neck, simultaneously gagging her and forcing her head to turn to face what was happening across the room from her. 

	Abigail was also bound with purple light, her arms pinned against the wall. Her shirt was shoved up under her neck, revealing her heavy breasts, the bra pushed down underneath them. Her pants were unbuttoned to reveal her panties but hadn’t been lowered. 

	Trorm had long thought Abigail was beautiful. She was short, curvaceous, with a mane of blue braids, smooth chocolate skin, and glasses, which she was still wearing. Trorm would be lying if he said he’d never thought about her naked. He had never wanted to see her exposed like this though. Her eyes were reddened behind her glasses and her cheeks glistened with tears. 

	A pale hand rested on her breast. That hand belonged to a tall, red-headed man dressed in casual wear, his eyes glowing with purple light. He turned to face Trorm,, revealing the glowing all-seeing star of Xosione tattooed upon his face so that the eye in the center was his own. There was something familiar about that face beneath the glowing eyes and tattoo.

	Despite himself, Trorm felt a rage overcome him that kept him from fully analyzing what that meant. Whoever this bastard was, he’d broken into Trisha’s home, assaulted her and her daughter. Whatever disagreement Trorm had with Abigail, she was still his friend and ally. Nobody was going to hurt her. 

	An enormous bolt of lightning flew from his staff directly at the bastard. 

	The man grinned, opened his mouth, and swallowed the bolt of lightning. 

	A spell eater! Trorm had been too furious to process that the mark on the man’s face meant he was one of Xosione’s clerics. The goddess of secrets and forbidden magic had once been Trisha’s patron, back when she’d called herself Trixiel, before she’d become a mother and given up claim to the power the goddess offered. Trisha had angered Xosione recently. In all fairness, she hadn’t been in her right mind. Apparently, the goddess didn’t care. 

	Trorm threw up a shield spell just in time to stop a bolt of purple energy from smashing into him. The bolt split upon striking Trorm’s shield, becoming multiple tendrils that struck at the invisible spherical barrier. Each impact resulted in a shower of magical sparks and send arcane reverberations through the house. 

	Something about that struck a chord in Trorm and, almost without thinking about it, he twisted his shield spell, reshaping it. The rounded sphere became a ball of spikes that expanded into the tendrils, skewering them. The cleric screamed as if it were his own limbs and not tendrils of divine energy that had just been stabbed.  

	This wasn’t the first time Trorm had quickly adapted his spellwork in combat. But it had come so much easier than any time before. Almost naturally. Always before he’d required some measure of study and at least a brief period to mentally adjust his casting. This entire process had been instantaneous. He’d known how he wanted to change his spell and had done it with hardly a conscious thought. 

	He didn’t allow himself to dwell on it, taking advantage of the cleric’s surprise to lash out with another bolt of lightning. This time the intruder didn’t eat it. He threw a hand up and blasted it with his own purple lightning. The magical energies collided in the air, throwing power in every direction. 

	That was when Israx struck, shattering the living room’s backyard window as her AK-47 roared. Trorm couldn’t actually see the bullets connecting with the intruder’s magical defenses, but he could tell when they began to break through. The man staggered forward under the force of the assault, bleeding from several grazes his flagging protection only just managed to deflect. One of the bullets struck his arm, tearing a chunk out of it and spraying blood across the living room.

	
	He spun around, lashing out with another blast of purple energy at the window, forcing Israxa to duck back out of the way. 

	The man screamed in anger and agony. 

	Abigail flew from the wall to be positioned between him and Israxa as she ducked back around the window to fire again, using her as a human shield. Israxa barely managed to pull her firearm up and duck back behind her cover as the man struck again with that violet energy. 

	“Keep it up and her dignity’s going to be the least damaged thing in this traitorous house,” the man roared. He held up his good hand, purple lightning crackling between his fingers, and made ready to let it fly directly into Abigail’s head. 

	She sobbed. “Dad!”

	Trorm felt his blood run cold. Had she just said what he thought she had? Trorm didn’t have all the details, but he’d woven together a general tapestry of the Madden family’s story. Trisha Madden had been a cleric of Xosione and had married another cleric of her deity, a man who already had a daughter, Lilian. Together they’d adopted a second daughter, Abigail. 

	When Trisha caught the man abusing Abigail, she’d divorced him, left Xosione’s services, and started a new life, taking both girls with her. She’d sacrificed everything for them. Her power, her freedom, everything. And then an accident had seen fit to put her back in Xosione’s crosshairs, and the spiteful goddess had sent Trisha’s ex-husband to torment her. 

	“Release her,” Trorm snarled. “And there might be enough of you left to bury when I’m finished.”

	“Yeah, that’s great incentive, let me think about it,” Abigail’s father said in a mocking tone. He shoved out his wounded arm, shook it, and in a flash of purple light, had the limb whole and functional again. “I hate getting shot.”

	He gave Trisha a mocking grin, made all the more disturbing for the fact that Trorm could see traces of Lilian’s face in the expression. “Damn, Trixy, strange bed follows indeed.”

	He casually reached over and flipped one of Abigail’s blue braids over her shoulder, more fully exposing her breasts. “Trorm Coldstorm, right? My mistress has no quarrel with you.”

	“You’ve broken into my home and assaulted my allies,” Trorm said. “I dare say I have a quarrel with you.”

	“Yeah, thing is, your allies, they’re not really your allies. They belong to me.” He grinned as Trorm snarled. “Seriously, if you knew half of what I knew about the girls in this house you’d be running.” He tugged on one of Abigail’s braids. “This one for example, she’s been watching you. Like really watching you. Those sunglasses you wear, what you see with them she sees. And she’s got all kinds of little cameras hidden around recording you. It’s downright creepy how obsessed she is.” He made little circles around his ear with one finger. 

	Abigail tried to say something, but a glowing purple tendril shoved itself in her mouth, cutting her off. 

	“Let her go!” Trorm bellowed.

	“The crazy little thing is mine,” he said. “Even Trixy knows that much. Do you know how long it took her to decide what I was doing was wrong?” He shook his head. 

	Trisha made a pathetic sound into her gag and fresh pain washed through her connection with Trorm. 

	That was it. Trorm let fly another blast of lightning. Instead of blocking with Abigail like he’d threatened, the man opened his mouth and made to devour Trorm’s magic again. Only Trorm adapted the spell like he had with his shield, reshaping it. The lightning bolt split into three parts, one of which the man did manage to eat, but the other two impacted the purple tendrils binding Abigail in place. 

	The tendrils shattered and Abigail fell to the floor.

	Israxa ducked into the window opening and with a wave of her hands, vines shot in through the broken window. They wrapped around Abigail and curled in on themselves, yanking her back out the window and away from the mad cleric. Israxa’s gun came up, ready to fire now that there was no chance of hitting Abigail. 

	The front door burst open in a corona of golden radiance. Gunfire heralded Lilian’s arrival as she sprinted headlong into the living room, her heavy revolver in one hand and telescopic sword extended in the other. “Victor!” 

	Israxa was forced to duck back around the window or risk getting caught by one of Lilian’s stray shots. 

	Victor Madden threw up a purple shield that rippled with the impact of the bullets as he staggered backward. He made a motion behind him with his free hand, opening a tear in reality. A portal. Trorm cast another lightning spell, trying to disrupt the casting. He’d discovered recently that he absolutely hated it when his opponents had access to portal magic. 

	His lightning bolt blasted into the purple shield. It flickered, along with the building portal, but held. Lilian careened into it, blade first, glowing with the holy light of Thodos. The shield parted like tissue paper. 

	Too late. Victor Madden vanished into the portal. 

	“Dammit!” Lilian screamed. 

	The magical bindings that had been holding Trisha in place fell away and she bolted to the window, where Abigail was hurriedly fixing her clothes. 

	“How the frozen hells did he find us?” Lilian demanded.

	“Most likely the Orc Watch app,” Trorm said. “Xosione’s clergy would have been aware of me and the app tells anyone who’s registered where I live. It wouldn’t have been hard for him to figure things out from there.”

	“That fucking bastard!” Golden light erupted from Lilian like fire so bright Trorm had to look away. “Dammit dammit dammit! Abigail, are you hurt?”

	The light faded but didn’t diminish as she rushed to her sister’s side with her mother. 

	Abigail shook her head but didn’t say anything. 

	“It seems we owe you another thank you,” Lilian said. 

	“It seems I put your family in danger again,” Trorm replied. 

	Lilian shook her head. “That app and the people who made your personal information to every nutjob with a cellphone are at fault. Them and Victor Madden.”

	Trisha nodded and grabbed her daughters, pulling them close. 

	Abigail refused to look at Trorm. 

	Had what Victor said been true? Had she been spying on him? Trorm had no experience with hidden cameras, wouldn’t even know how to begin looking for them. Even if he did, with Abigail’s magewright skills enabling her to enhance enchantments and bespell coding, it probably wouldn’t do him any good. 

	“We have to get out of here,” Trorm said. 

	“The Temple of Thodos will take us,” Lilian said. 

	“No, he’ll be expecting us to flee there,” Trorm said. “Same with the temple of Oana. We need somewhere that is both defensible and hidden from him while we regroup and plan a counterattack.”

	Lilian grinned. “I like that you’re already thinking about going after him. Where did you have in mind?”

	Trorm told her, then made a phone call. Or rather, he tried to. Winnie and Nymal had decided to have a sleepover at Nymal’s apartment. Neither of them was answering their phone. 

	

Chapter Seven
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	Trorm readied his staff as he hurried low and quiet to the front door of Nymal’s apartment. When the first of them hadn’t answered his calls, he hadn’t been too worried. That changed when the other didn’t answer either. Or any of the subsequent calls or texts. 

	The divination spells he’d learned and improved on working with the local PD allowed him to know that there were living people inside the apartment as he drew near and that it was chock full of fear. Unfortunately, Nymal had warded her place too well for him to pick up more than that. 

	It had taken all of Trorm’s not inconsiderable will to stop and make a plan of attack rather than simply throwing himself headlong at the perceived threat. He was a wizard. Planning and spellcraft were his strengths and he used them. After he’d cast his spell, he’d sent Israxa around to go in around the patio entrance, not unlike how they’d done at the Madden’s residence. Lilian remained with her mother and sister in the draco-truck. Trorm and Israxa were on their own this time. 

	It had been little short of a miracle how ready the Maddens had leapt into action. Theirs was a clan of survivors, Trorm had mused. Lilian and Trisha both had already had go-bags prepared and helped toss Abigail’s essentials into a bag in record time. Even so, Trorm had wanted to roar at them to hurry and had set a new speed record in the draco-truck. 

	His fears were confirmed when he found that the front door swung open from one hinge, the other having been ripped free, when he touched it with his staff. A nasty little curse left behind as a booby trap tried to zap him, but he’d been ready with his shield spell and slammed it into place in the blink of an eye. Trorm had gotten unduly fast with that spell. It bore further consideration. Later. 

	He stepped inside, staff raised, end crackling with electricity. Nymal’s apartment was a wreck. The furniture had been overturned and torn up, the walls had holes in them, the wall decorations cast to the ground. Whoever this was, they hadn’t been looking for something. They’d gone out of their way to be as destructive as possible. If the curse on the front door was any indication, they’d been a spell caster, so concealing the sound of all the breaking wouldn’t have been too hard. Though as he looked around, it seemed to Trorm that most of the destruction had been done by hand rather than spellcraft. This hadn’t just been spiteful; it had been personal. 

	There was no sign of anyone. 

	Trorm scowled. His scrying spell had told him that there was life inside. He stepped further in and didn’t lower his staff. It was faint, but he thought that he could sense a hint of a spell. His quickened casting of mage sight to let him see magic didn’t reveal anything though. That was what gave it away. 

	“Nymal,” he called. “It’s me, Trorm. You’re safe. You can lower your illusion.”

	An area in the corner behind the overturned sofa rippled and then Winnie and Nymal, both in their sleep things, came into focus. Nymal was pale and drenched in sweat, her eyes unfocused. Winnie crouched low before her, a broken furniture leg clutched in her hands, clearly ready to bludgeon anyone who came too close. The ring of spell resistance Trorm had gifted her gleamed on her finger. 

	She brandished what he suspected had been the leg of Nymal’s coffee table at him. “Prove it’s you!” 

	Trorm blinked. “Were the attackers illusionists?”

	Winnie blinked and her lower lip trembled. “Prove it’s you, Trorm, or so help me I’ll totally brain you!” 

	Israxa slid in through the shattered patio window, her AK-47 in hand. “Winnie,” she gasped. “Nymal.” 

	She slithered over to them with surprising speed, hands glowing with green energy. She lay them upon Nymal and the elf let out a little sigh and seemed to breathe easier. 

	Winnie stopped mid-way through moving to club the naga upside the head, blinking. “Israxa?”

	Trorm rushed to their side and pulled all three of them into a bone-crushing embrace. Nymal opened her eyes and offered him a feeble smile. “Hey you.”

	Winnie buried her face into his chest. “It’s you. It’s really you.”

	“Who else would it be?”

	“Elves,” Winnie said. “They used an illusion to make one of them look like you and then…we managed to get the drop and Nymal did some fancy magic to make it look like we got away while we hid in the corner. Trorm…they destroyed everything. Everything.”

	Elves. A group of them. 

	Trorm’s mind went immediately to Onas Tranan from Psy Omega. He’d thought Trorm responsible for hurting Nymal. How many others were angry enough to act against her or him? 

	“How long has she been holding this spell?” Trorm asked as Nymal’s head slumped in exhaustion. 

	“I don’t know,” Winnie said. “What time is it?” 

	Trorm realized he didn’t know. It felt like it had been a very long time and yet no time at all. Either way he had his answer. “Too long. She’s exhausted. Good work, Israxa.” If Nymal had continued trying to draw upon magical reserves she no longer had she might have done serious harm to herself. Perhaps even permanently crippled her ability to cast. 

	Israxa flushed. “Thank you.”

	“They destroyed everything, Trorm,” Winnie said. “They went into her room and ruined her clothes.”

	“I’ll see what I can salvage,” Israxa said, pulling away. For all that the human portion of her body seemed slight, Israxa was exceptionally long and able to move with deceptive alacrity. A simple twist of her serpentine body brought her nearly to Nymal’s bedroom. 

	Trorm’s eyes went wide. Without the faint sense of detecting Nymal’s illusion Trorm was able to sense the remaining magic in the apartment. The curse on the door wasn’t the only one. “No!” 

	He threw himself bodily across the living room to tackle Israxa out of the way just as she reached the threshold to Nymal’s bedroom. Another curse activated. This time Trorm wasn’t fast enough with his shield spell and the curse struck. He felt it worming itself into his muscles and withering them. 

	He roared and began casting a dispelling counter. It came quickly, despite his limited experience practicing it, and was able to adapt it by feel to the curse’s spellwork. In an instant he had it unwoven, the threads of magic that had made it whole harmlessly unraveling into nothing. 

	He tried to stand up and collapsed. Every muscle in his body felt made of lead. That curse had been potent. Lethal even. If he hadn’t gotten so lucky with his counter-spell he might not have survived. Or had it been luck? Trorm’s spells had been coming to him easier lately, more readily adaptable. 

	That was his last thought before the darkness rolled him. 

	When Trorm opened his eyes again he was in an absolutely massive, and comfortable, bed. He recognized the posts at the ends. The was Israxa’s bedroom. How had he gotten here? Wasn’t he just in Nymal’s apartment?

	He blinked away the sleep and realized that he’d been undressed. Also, that he wasn’t alone. 

	Winnie was curled up into one side and Israxa his other, her enormous tail coiled around the perimeter of the bed to circle all three of them. Neither was wearing anything and despite himself Trorm took a moment to admire them. Both were absolutely worth admiring. 

	Winnie’s breasts were heavier, her build more athletic, and her body covered in a soft chocolate fur. Israxa was slighter in both frame and breast, her human flesh a cinnamon contrast to her golden tail. 

	He didn’t want to wake either of them, but he needed answers. Trorm was spared the need by both girls opening their eyes and looking up at him with sleepy adoration. 

	“You are both lovely,” Trorm said. 

	They were in Israxa’s bedroom. Neither of them would look so peaceful if they were in danger. Small wonder. Here they were well defended. 

	Winnie grinned up at him while Israxa offered a shy smile. Since when was she shy with him?

	Winnie climbed up on her knees, grabbed Trorm’s face, and pulled herself up to kiss him full on the lips. “You wonderful orc you.”

	Trorm raised an eyebrow. “What happened?”

	“You saved my life,” Israxa said, gliding up after Winnie to press herself fully against Trorm, pressing her naked breasts into his chest, her arms sliding around his arms as her lips found his. “That was a nasty curse,” she said when she pulled away. “You took it for me and then…I’ve never seen a wizard work spells like that Trorm. It was…more than impressive. Are you a sorcerer?”

	Sorcerers were those with magic in their genes, usually the result of some unusual ancestry. They were capable of only a very few spells, but they had an instinctive ability with them and were exceptionally skilled at their casting. They could not learn any other spells, though with practice they could occasionally develop their abilities further. 

	“I am not,” Trorm said, musing on her question. Interesting, he hadn’t considered that what he was doing was akin to that of a sorcerer. But he’d learned his spells, not manifested them as some sort of ability. Still, that might be a starting point for his research. 

	“Lilian filled us in on what happened,” Winnie said. “Abigail and Nymal are both resting.”

	“They’ve been given brews to help them sleep and recover,” Israxa said. “Lilian and Trisha are with them.”

	“Good,” Trorm said. “I was worried about them.”

	“Them?” Winnie said, putting her fists on her hips. The effect of her glower was somewhat ruined by her nudity and the fact that she was both on her knees and still barely came up past Trorm’s chest. “You scared all of us. Trorm. That curse was bad.”

	Israxa nodded. “You stopped the worst of it, but it still took a lot of healing magic to help you recover.”

	Trorm wondered how much it had cost her. Israxa was capable of potent magical healing, but there was only so much one caster could accomplish. 

	“You must have sunk a lot of magic into me,” he said. “I feel great.” Physically anyway. He stroked her hair and ran his heavy hand down the naga’s bare back. 

	She sank her face into his neck and nodded. “You saved my life, Trorm. You kept me safe.”

	Trorm scowled. “Of course, I did. I am to be your husband. I love you.”

	Israxa’s shoulders shook. Trorm wrapped his arms around her and pulled her tight to him. “Yes, sir. I love you too.”

	Sir again. Trorm smiled and rolled his eyes. Because of this he caught Winnie sneaking quietly off the bed. “Where do you think you’re going?”

	She bit her lower lip. “You two are having a special moment. I like, didn’t want to get in the way.”

	Trorm scowled at her. “Winnie, you’ve been pushing me and the others to be together a lot lately.” First, she’d talked Nymal into seducing him at the library. Then she’d pushed, along with Nymal, for him to take Israxa as his date to the Psy Omega party. And now she was trying to sneak out to give him one on one time with Israxa. 

	While Trorm wasn’t unappreciative the pattern had only just made itself evident to him and it wasn’t one he wanted to encourage. “Yes, we are. And you are a part of it. Come here.”

	Winnie’s ears drooped a little. “I really…this is something special between you two.”

	“Yes, it is,” Trorm said. “And it’s special with you as well. Come here.”

	Israxa’s tail lifted from the bed and the end curled around Winnie’s ankle. “Please,” she said, peaking up from Trorm’s chest.

	Winnie shivered, climbed back onto the bed, and crawled back to them. “You have no idea how badly I want you two right now.”

	“I might,” Trorm said. “But first, I want an explanation. What’s going on, Winnie?”

	Winnie’s shivering abruptly turned into body-wracking sobs. “I like, totally don’t deserve you guys!” 
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	Trorm and Israxa pulled Winnie to them, sandwiching the bunnygirl between them in a double embrace. Israxa’s tail pulled tighter around the trio and Trorm noted more of the end wrapping around Winnie’s calf as if the naga was worried their lover would bolt. Trorm stroked on long bunny ear, causing Winnie to momentarily freeze up and stop sobbing. He took advantage of the opening to ask, “What are you talking about?”

	“I broke up with you!” Winnie wailed, then fell forward to hide her face in his chest. 

	Israxa reached over to stroke her hair and back.

	“You did,” Trorm said. “And now we’re back together again. What’s the problem?”

	“Trorm,” she sniffled. “I fucked up. I mean…you’re the best guy I’ve ever been with and I got scared. I said it was the magic that scared me, and it like, totally did, that wasn’t a lie, but it was more than that…we…Trorm, I’ve never been in love like this before. I want you to have the absolute best of everything and I can’t even imagine being with another male.” She pulled back and gave him a wide-eyed stare. “That’s not normal, Trorm! I’m a lagothrope. Humans have like, a thousand jokes about us being sluts and sex fiends. There’s a freaking porno mag named after us!”

	Trorm nodded. “You are something of a sex fiend.”

	She slapped his chest but there was no real power in it, not that Trorm would have noticed if there had been. “Trorm…you took me back. I don’t deserve it. Nymal and Israxa, they do. They…I know other races don’t sleep around like mine does. And they didn’t abandon you. And…” Trorm pulled her back into him before she could become incoherent. 

	“Winnie,” Israxa said. “Nymal and I, we appreciate that you’re trying to strengthen our relationship with Trorm. But neither of us want it at your expense.”

	“I don’t deserve you,” Winnie said without looking up.

	“Do any of us deserve each other?” Trorm asked. “I’m just grateful to have you all. You are mine. That’s more than enough for me.” He gently pulled her back and then, very ungently, claimed her mouth in a ferocious kiss that nearly made her fall over. Israxa caught her and held her up while Trorm’s kiss broke through her defenses. 

	Winnie whimpered into his mouth and began rubbing her thighs together. When the kiss ended, she took a moment to catch her breath, then looked up into Trorm’s face with embarrassed heat in her eyes. “I know we’re having like, a super emotional moment, but…I really, really, really want to have sex with you right now.”

	Trorm wanted to laugh. He didn’t. Winnie was being open and vulnerable and as adorable as it was it was also very brave. 

	“Me too,” he said, grabbed her hips, and hefted her into the air.

	Winnie squealed.

	He’d been semi-erect since waking up and that heat in her eyes coupled with her declaration of desire had made him rigid. “Israxa, put me inside of her,” he commanded. 

	Israxa’s small hand wrapped around his shaft below Winnie and guided Trorm to the bunnygirl’s entrance. With a grunt, Trorm thrust upward and shoved Winnie down, impaling her on half his turgid length in one go. Her sex was hot and wet and ready for him, pent up from weeks of non-hetero celibacy. Or at least, Trorm hoped she and her sister-fiancés had been able to find some relief with each other. Israxa’s hand bumped into Winnie’s sex as Trorm shoved into her and the naga withdrew it. 

	With a wave of his hand, Trorm cast the binding spell he’d learned to restrain criminals with at the police station and Israxa’s hands shot behind her back, wrist stuck to wrist by an invisible force. 

	“You were a good girl tonight,” Trorm told her over Winnie’s gasping as the bunnygirl struggled to adjust to suddenly being split open. “You were well-behaved and brave, a very good girl.” As he spoke, he shifted Winnie around in his lap so that her back was to him and her legs were spread wide.

	Israxa shivered.

	“Use your mouth on us both,” Trorm said. “Then you’ll get your reward.”

	“Yessss,” Israxa said breathily, eyes heavily lidded as she lowered herself without using her hands to Trorm and Winnie’s union. 

	Trorm, still holding Winnie by the hips, hefted her up then pulled her back down, making her cry out again. “Oh fuck, Trorm! Oh fuck, you’re so damn big! OH FUXDUS!” 

	That last came as Israxa’s talented tongue found her clit.

	Trorm lifted Winnie up and down effortlessly, his only resistance coming from the bunnygirl’s own tight passage. Every time he lifted her up, Israxa’s tongue lathed the underside of his shaft and every time he buried himself to the hilt inside Winnie, Israxa’s oral ministrations were applied to their lover’s clit, making Winnie scream and squirm from the double concentration of pleasure. Her head fell back in a silent scream as she came, her passage clamping down on him. 

	Trorm pulled free of her and ordered Israxa onto her back. The naga hurried to obey and Trorm positioned Winnie over Israxa on her hands and knees, face to face, breasts pressing together. Trorm’s lovers let out twin moans of approval and began to kiss passionately, their hands exploring one another’s bodies as Trorm straddled Israxa’s tail and positioned his shaft once more at Winnie’s entrance. 

	When Winnie felt the head of him against her, she lifted her ass higher, presenting herself to him. “Take me, Trorm,” she said breathlessly. 

	Trorm grabbed her hips and thrust inside of her with relentless force. 

	 “Yes!” Winnie screamed just before Israxa’s mouth claimed hers in a kiss and her cries of ecstasy were swallowed down. Israxa’s tail wrapped itself around Trorm’s chest and shoulders so that she embraced both of her lovers simultaneously, encouraging and participating in Trorm’s conquest of Winnie’s body.  

	Trorm took Winnie from behind hard, claiming her in the way an orc man claimed an orc woman. Holding nothing back, slamming into her over and over and over with every ounce of considerable force at his disposal. His massive member forced itself completely inside of her, spreading her sex wide and dripping with her natural lubrication every time he pulled out, splashing drops down onto Israxa’s belly.

	Winnie clamped down on Trorm’s girth, body going rigid as she came again. Then again. Then again. Trorm was relentless, giving her no time to recover. She broke her kiss with Israxa. “Fuck, Trorm!” Her voice broke, cracking into a high pitched, unintelligible sound as still another orgasm crashed over her. 

	Trorm buried himself inside of her and came, filling her with his seed. When he pulled back a minute later, a thick string of come connected their sexes and a small trickle dribbled from Winnie.

	Winnie wiggled her hips as she slowly lowered herself fully onto Israxa, then went still as her sex found the naga’s own. Her ears perked up and despite her obvious fatigue, she looked over her shoulder with erotic mischief in her eyes. 

	“Oh, Lady of Fertility, I’ve got something I need to try,” she said. “Trorm, can you stand at the edge of the bed?”

	Trorm obeyed, wondering what Winnie had in mind and eager to find out. 

	“Okay,” Winnie said. “Israxa, you scoot to the edge and hang your head off the bed.” 

	Israxa obeyed and Winnie guided Trorm’s semi-flaccid but still heavy shaft, dripping with Winnie’s fluids, to the naga’s mouth. Israxa opened up and accepted Trorm’s entire length into her mouth and then into her throat as he rapidly began to harden again effortlessly. 

	Trorm began sliding easily in and out as he hardened, her tongue lashing at his length as it glided in and out of her. No matter how large he grew, Israxa’s mouth and throat readily, eagerly, accommodated him. 

	Winnie adjusted her position over Israxa, straddling the naga’s hips and lowered her dripping sex directly onto Israxa’s so that their netherlips kissed. Trorm hadn’t considered it, but Israxa’s anatomy did offer an advantage for this sex act that women with legs simply couldn’t match.

	“Oooh, that’s kind of nice,” Winnie said, rubbing their sexes together. “Who said scissoring isn’t a real thing?” She let out a little moan of pleasure. 

	So did Israxa, the result making her mouth and throat contract around Trorm’s length. Between Israxa’s moaning and tongue and the sight of Winnie using the naga to pleasure herself, Trorm found his shaft iron-hard once more in short order.

	He slid free of Israxa’s mouth and commanded Winnie further back onto the bed. “Spread your legs.” 

	Winnie obeyed. 

	She was glorious post-coitus with her sex slightly parted and glistening. Her strawberry nipples stood at rigid attention on her breasts and her eyes looked up at him with dilated pupils. 

	Trorm’s hand went to cup Israxa’s head, helping her right herself on the bed, before he directed her to Winnie’s exposed sex. “You’re reward, good girl.”

	Israxa moaned and all but fell between Winnie’s legs, slurping, sucking, and licking. After only a moment, she made Winnie go stiff as her talented tongue found the bunnygirl’s clit.  

	“Oh Fuxdus!” Winnie cried out, jerking half upright from the sudden onslaught. 

	Trorm broke the spell binding Israxa’s hands and they immediately set to exploring Winnie’s thighs. 

	A repeat of the binding spell pulled the end of Israxa’s tail free of the bed and bound it to the ceiling overhead, lifted her serpentine body so that she hung before them, her human body still on the bed. Israxa let out a surprised gasp. She was trapped and clearly happy about it. Of his future wives, she enjoyed the feeling of being trapped by and overpowered by him. The position allowed Trorm another advantage, however. 

	Trorm returned to the bed and crawled on his knees behind Israxa, lifting her hips just above where her human skin transformed into scales. Israxa’s very human sex was located on her front, which made taking her from behind impossible under normal circumstances. With her tail magically suspended above them, however, Trorm was able to claim her as he was meant to claim his orc-wives.

	Clutching her hips, he aligned his rapidly re-hardening member with her entrance and thrust forward. She was tight, the tightest of all his lovers, her passage never intended for a mate with Trorm’s anatomy. Her tail spasmed and she would have pulled free if Trorm hadn’t held her in place by her hips. 

	Her back arched and she moaned. “Oh ancestors, yes!”

	Trorm took her in a way she never thought she’d be taken. Hard and fast from behind, ploughing into her with every ounce of his remaining strength. It was slow going at first as Israxa’s passage struggled to accommodate Trorm’s girth, despite all of her body’s gleeful lubrication. 

	He forced himself into her inch by inch, his ability to resist his baser urges evaporating beneath the pressure of his instinctive need to claim her in this position. She was his. He was hers. She was surrendering herself to him completely. 

	Each of his forward thrusts drove her face into Winnie’s sex and Winnie let out a happy gasp every time. The bunnygirl pulled herself up onto her elbows to stare down at Israxa as she slid a pair of fingers inside Winnie’s sex. Winnie let out another gasp. “Oh fuck! Oh, fuck me! Trorm, fuck her. Fuck her harder! Give it to her!” 

	He did. 

	Israxa’s body, including the length of her impressive tail, spasmed as she came. The tightness was too much, pinning Trorm momentarily in place. If he hadn’t already come inside of Winnie, he would have exploded right then and there. When Israxa’s orgasm passed and the tightness receded, Trorm resumed pounding her. She came again, this time, doubling back on herself in a decidedly inhuman fashion. Trorm’s erection popped free as she twisted about in the air so that she could crush her breasts into his chest and kiss him as she hung from the ceiling. 

	Winnie scurried underneath Israxa and took as much of Trorm’s shaft into her mouth as she could. She slurped her and Israxa’s fluids from his length, attacking Trorm’s erection with uninhibited and unbridled desire. Grabbing Trorm’s shaft, she guided him back into Israxa and he thrust into her, burying himself to the hilt over and over as Winnie did her best to lick them both from below. 

	Trorm came. He planted himself as deeply as he could go and spilled himself into Israxa as she maoned into his ears and drew her nails down his back. 

	When it was over, he lay her back on the bed and, with a wave of his hand, freed her tail from the ceiling. It took everything he had not to simply collapse backward, but to instead lower himself back to the headboard with some degree of decorum. He was only seated a moment before Winnie and Israxa cuddled up to him on either side. They each rested their heads and a hand on his expansive chest, expressions of pure contentment on their faces. 

	Trorm let out a pleased sigh and settled in with them, only to be struck by a thought that made him go rigid. “Oh fuck. Trisha.”

	Winnie giggled. “Like, you just thought of that now?”

	“This was not fair to her, especially not after what she and her daughters just went through,” Trorm said, and started to get up. To do what, he had no idea, but he had to do something. 

	Winnie shifted so that she was completely on top of him. “Don’t worry about Trisha,” she said. 

	Trorm froze, halfway up and supporting Winnie’s entire weight with his core muscles. “Fuck you’re so sexy when you do things like this,” Winnie said. 

	“Why shouldn’t I worry about Trisha?” he asked. 

	“Because my sister-fiance here might have slipped her one of those sleeping draughts we gave Abigail and Nymal,” Israxa said. “If she experienced any of this it was as a very pleasant dream.”

	Trorm breathed a huge sigh of relief and sank back down into the bed. “That’s my girls.”

	Winnie and Israxa both giggled. 



Chapter Nine
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	The next morning found them all gathered in Israxa’s entertainment room, which included a bar, pool table, and sitting area. Israxa’s home in New Augustine was enormous and the naga had her own private wing, which kept Sijat and the goblin retainers out of their hair. Sijat had made her displeasure known and Israxa’s good cheer when she’d dismissed the other naga, making Sijat positively fume. 

	Israxa’s smile fell away as she took in the group gathered on her sofas and love seats. Abigail was wearing the baggiest clothes that had been packed in her bag and was curled up at the far end of the sofa, her knees pulled up to her chest. She put Trorm in mind of an animal curling up to defend itself. He hated seeing her like that. Lilian and her mother sat on the sofa near her and both had weapons at the ready. Trisha had the shotgun Trorm had only ever seen her wield at The Roaring Stag across her lap and Lilian wore both her collapsible sword and revolver on her hips. 

	Nymal wasn’t much better. Israxa had loaned her a maxi dress that didn’t quite fit right. Both might have had slender frames, but Nymal was still slighter and less full in the chest than Israxa. The elf was curled up next to Winnie on the sofa opposite the Maddens. 

	“Drinks?” Israxa asked once they were all alone. 

	“Gods yes,” Trisha said. 

	Winnie nodded. “Something strong for Nymal and Abigail please.”

	Nymal tilted her head back to look up at her. “I’m fine.”

	Winnie stroked the elf’s blonde hair. “I know you are, sweetie. Drink it for me, please?”

	Nymal pouted but nodded. 

	Abigail remained silent. 

	“It’s early for me,” Lilian said, but she looked like a stiff drink would do her good as well. She seemed to realize this a second later because she shook her head, freeing tangled red locks of hair from her ponytail. “Fuck it. Yes please.”

	Trorm followed Israxa to the bar and helped ready the drinks, then made sure everyone had something. It kept him busy and delayed the talk everyone knew was coming and which no one wanted to have. As much as he needed the information, Trorm had never been comfortable speaking to groups and this was going to get very personal for many of them. 

	Israxa slithered onto the sofa with Winnie and Nymal, curling her tail about the two of them as she settled in to sandwich the petite elf between her and Winnie. The three of them had bonded deeply and quickly and seeing them together lightened something in Trorm’s chest. He’d needed that sensation more than he’d thought. The room was so heavy that without it he might never have been able to get things started. And it had to be him, he realized. 

	The Madden’s were too ashamed to bring up their family history on their own, Nymal too shaken to discuss her attack, Israxa and Winnie were both capable but Israxa didn’t care for leadership roles and Winnie didn’t have the same relationship that he did with the entire Madden clan. It was up to him to bridge these two groups that had come together in the face of mutual threat. 

	“The events of last night are not comfortable for any of us,” Trorm said into the silence after everyone had had a sip of their drink, ploughing through the unease in his stomach. “But we are in this together and we need to know our enemies so that we can act in coordination with each other.”

	“Victor’s not your problem,” Lilian said. “We’re grateful—” she looked at Israxa. “So grateful—for your hospitality, but we cannot ask for more.”

	“You’re not asking,” Trorm said. “We’re offering. More importantly, Victor Madden puts all of us in danger. We need to know our enemy.”

	Lilian flinched. So did Trisha. 

	It might have been Trorm’s imagination, but her gaze had seemed oddly fixed on his fiancés cuddled up on the sofa opposite her. The emotions flowing through their connection were so chaotic and muddled though that he couldn’t begin to sort through them. Mostly he felt shame and pain. 

	“He’s a cleric of Xosione,” Trisha said. “He’s…he’s the main reason I left her clergy. He was….” She trailed off. 

	“My father’s a gods damned pedophile obsessed with my little sister,” Lilian snapped, her voice full of heat. “We all got away from him and good riddance. Now he’s back and I need to kill him. What more do you need to know?”

	“How powerful of a spell caster is he?” Trorm asked. 

	“Powerful,” Trisha said. “He was stronger than me when we got together. It was part of his…appeal. Now he’s been given her mark.”

	Her hand fell to her lower belly, where she had once had a tattoo of Xosione’s all-seeing star. Now, instead of a tattoo, the mark was a brand burned into her flesh. It no longer glowed or bestowed her any sort of magical ability, reduced to a reminder of her former servitude.

	“He’ll have given up the sight the eye the mark is over for that,” she went on. “The mark requires a sacrifice to work properly. I thought I was so clever when I was younger. I sacrificed my womb.” Trisha shook her head. “I don’t know that we’ll be able to use that against him. He can conceal the mark with magic and compensate for his lost vision easily enough. He can be very charismatic. Charming. Subtle.”

	Trorm scowled. “Last night was not the act of a subtle man.”

	Trisha shook her head. “You’re right. He’s never been that blatant before. It was like he was deliberately shoving our history in our faces.”

	“Reopening old wounds,” Trorm said nodding. “A psychological attack then. He wants you off balance.” The question then, was why he would want that. Trorm couldn’t help but think of Trixiel. She’d always had some end in mind. So blatant that her subtlety and manipulation had been easy to overlook. “You said he’s powerful and in good standing with Xosione’s clergy. Will he have acolytes or followers with him?”

	“He’s a coward,” Lilian said. “But he keeps secrets. All of Xosione’s people do. He might have one or two acolytes with him, but if he’s coming after us, then he won’t have many followers with him. It’s personal and he doesn’t let anyone get close to him.”

	Israxa nodded. “That makes sense. He’s a man all about control.”

	“Is there any chance he might be connected to that attack on Nymal?” Trorm asked. 

	Abigail’s head jerked up and she stared at him. So did the other two Maddens. 

	“You think they’re like, connected?” Winnie asked. 

	“I think that the likelihood of two such brutal attacks happening to our circle at the same time are unlikely,” Trorm replied. 

	“Are they really?” Israxa asked softly. 

	Every eye in the room turned to her and she flushed. That flush warmed Trorm’s heart despite the levity of the conversation. She was comfortable enough with them and trusted his friends enough to let her guard down and drop her mask. 

	“I mean to say, we are a rather controversial group.” She swept a hand over herself and Nymal, then indicated Trisha, and then finally, Trorm himself. “Both you and Nymal have apps that stalk your movements. Trisha offended not one but two deities. And me…I think I may have more to fear from a follower of the goddess of secrets and forbidden knowledge than anyone else in this room.” She looked down. 

	Trorm realized she was right. Her household would turn upon her if they realized the extent of her discomfort with being a cold-hearted politician and matriarch. If Israxa’s authority had been undermined, then how much worse would their situation be right then? They would have been turned away upon reaching her house and forced to find other, more vulnerable accommodations. 

	“Put in that light,” Trorm said. “It begs the question why he didn’t target you. If he had, then I think I might have an inkling as to his goal. Without it though—”

	He cut off as the door to the entertainment room opened and Sijat slithered in. 

	“Sijat,” Israxa exclaimed, jerking upright, clearly flustered. “I thought I told you we wanted privacy.”

	“I know, but my lady, I have something that you need to hear.” Sijat closed the door deliberately behind her. She slithered up to the group, giving Trorm a scathing glance. “The male is on to something. A message was received today. With photographs. They suggested you were in a…well, it doesn’t matter. I destroyed them.”

	Trorm blinked. 

	Israxa stared. “You did?”

	Sijat sighed. “My lady…” she swallowed, clearly struggling to find her words. “Do you really think I, who knows you best, didn’t know?” She glanced over at Trorm. “I know your tastes and desires. I know that you’ve no political ambition. I…that changes nothing for me. I am yours and always will be. I live to serve and protect you. I’d not say anything, except that I feel you must know what your enemies are planning and know that I am, and always will be, your ally.”

	Tears spilled over Sijat’s cheeks, mirrored by those spilling down Israxa’s own. The two naga came together in a sudden embrace. The tender moment was a little spoiled by Sijat pulling away to openly glare at Trorm. “When removing you from her life won’t hurt my lady, I will kill you.”

	Trorm nodded. It was good to know where they stood. 

	“How does this change things?” Lilian asked. “You think Victor’s behind all three of these things? Why, if his goal is to get revenge on us and take Abigail back?”

	“Because I don’t think that’s his goal at all,” Trorm replied. 

	“You don’t?” Abigail asked, speaking up for the first time. She’d been so quiet that she’d almost gone unheard. 

	“I don’t,” Trorm reasserted. “I think that he wants us to think that, but the fact is that all of these attacks have one factor in common.”

	Nymal gasped in realization. “You think his target is you.”

	Lilian scoffed. “Why would he be going after Trorm?” 

	“I do not think he’s after me, specifically,” Trorm said. “I think that he wants to remove his competition.”

	“Competition?” Winnie asked. 

	He nodded. “I think that Victor Madden came here for the dungeon. He wants whatever treasure it might contain and likely the dungeon core itself, as I do. I do not care for the idea of one of Xosione’s followers wielding an item with that kind of power.”

	Everyone but Winnie and Lilian winced.   

	Winnie scowled. “Okay, I get that we don’t want the bad guy to get the magical doohickey because he’s a bad guy and we never want them to like, get whatever it is they’re after, but why is this one so bad?”

	“Dungeon cores can be used by spell casters to create towers, creating lairs to fuel their power. Wizards are usually the ones to use them, but a cleric with the resources Xosione can supply…it could be a nightmare.”

	“So, we go after him,” Lilian said, standing up. “We get him before he gets the dungeon core.”

	“He’ll be expecting you to do that at least,” Trorm said. “Perhaps myself as well.” As little as a month ago he probably would have done just that. “But I think we have a better course of action open to us.”

	Winnie nodded, bunny ears bobbing. “We get this dungeon core thing first. To catch a thief, you go after the prize not the thief.” That earned her a couple of speculative looks. She shrugged. “What, that’s like, every heist movie ever.”

	Trorm wasn’t sure he bought that, but he let it lie. She was right. “And our having it will greatly improve our odds against him and whatever he’s planning.”

	Lilian crossed her arms. “Victor Madden is running around causing who knows what kind of trouble and you want us to go dungeon crawling?”

	“Yes,” Trorm said. 

	She sighed. “I don’t like it. I think…I think you might be right, but I really don’t like it. We only cleared one room last time we were down there, and it was tough. This core is probably at the heart of the dungeon itself.”

	Trorm nodded. “If we are to do this we need to go in with more offensive power and ability to recover. A cleric of our own would be immensely helpful.”

	“How about a druid?” Israxa asked. “I’m a fair shot and a decent healer.”

	“Out of the question, my lady,” Sijat snapped, squeezing Israxa protectively. It was only then that Trorm realized that the smaller naga had never released Israxa from her embrace. Perhaps he was reading too much into it, but it seemed to him that her loyalty to his fiancé might run a little deeper than friendship. 

	“Why not?” Winnie asked, crossing her arms. “Israxa’s like, totally awesome.”

	Sijat gave a jerk of her head in agreement. “She is. She’s also a noblewoman who is part of a powerful nest.” She gave Israxa a pointed look. “If I am understanding my lady’s goals correctly, then giving that nest any claim to what you might recover from this dungeon is not to her advantage.”

	Israxa sighed. “It would not be, no.”

	“I will go,” Sijat said.

	That earned her a collective stare. She released Israxa and straightened, lifting herself so that she rose taller than any of them would have been standing. “I am a shaman of the Sacred Fang. I may not have my lady’s power, but I am a competent healer and a much better fighter.”

	Israxa bit her lip and nodded. “If you are certain.”

	“I am,” Sijat replied without hesitation. 

	“Then Israxa, you will keep Trisha, Abigail, and Nymal safe here in your home.”

	“You want us to just sit around waiting on you to save the day?” Trisha asked, crossing her arms. 

	“Actually, I would appreciate it if you all could compile as much information about this dungeon, Victor Madden, and the elves that attacked Nymal’s apartment as possible. You are all the smartest women I know, and we are likely to need more than one attempt to clear the dungeon.”

	“Oh,” Trisha said, blinking. 

	“I’d prefer to have some more offensive ability outside of spellcasting,” Lilian said. “Adding a cleric to the group is a good start though.”

	An idea occurred to Trorm. “How would you feel about adding a knight?”

	

Chapter Ten
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	“I suspected you were hiding something,” Sir Daniel Bright said as they readied to descend into the lost dungeon beneath the abandoned Temple of Thodos. “I didn’t think it was something this big.” He shook his head. “An entire dungeon forgotten beneath the city.”

	“Forgotten or hidden,” Sijat said, her eyes narrowed. The temple seemed to make her uncomfortable. Whether because it had been dedicated to a human deity or because it had been so thoroughly defaced and profaned Trorm couldn’t tell. 

	“Both, I suspect,” Trorm said. “Does that change anything for either of you? It is not too late to turn back.” Once they were inside the dungeon that would be another matter. Their lives would be in each other’s hands. Truth to tell, Trorm wasn’t sure any of them could fully trust either of the new additions to their dungeoneering party to do that. 

	Sir Daniel had an excellent reputation and had thus far proved to be nothing but honorable, but Trorm’s experiences with esteemed heads of brotherhood hadn’t turned out well so far. And Sijat outright hated him. If she thought that letting any of them die would somehow be to Israxa’s benefit she’d do so without batting an eye, regardless of what her lady wanted. But they needed the help. He, Lilian, and Winnie had done well last time but if they were going to get through this dungeon quickly, they needed the extra might and magic these two brought. 

	“Not for me,” Daniel said. 

	“Nor me,” Sijat said.

	Sijat wore a tactical vest and carried a faintly glowing AK-47 not unlike the kind Israxa carried in condensed magical beads on her person. Armor was a bit of an issue for her with her serpentine body but considering her length was covered in those hard orange and red scales Trorm supposed she already had a natural armor. She wore several pieces of jewelry that had a faint magical aura about it and had a patch depicting fangs piercing a flame affixed over the heart. Trorm recognized it as a holy emblem of some kind but not which deity it belonged to. 

	Daniel apparently didn’t either. “I don’t recognize what order your symbol belongs to, Lady Sijat.”

	He wore tactical armor like Lilian’s, but with metal plates reinforcing it from the outside, lending an old-world knightly air to him. The Psy Omega jacket he wore over it should have looked out of place, but he made it seem like a tabard. If anything, he made Trorm a little self-conscious of his own jacket and the lack of armor beneath it. 

	“I am a shaman of the Sacred Fang,” Sijat answered with no small amount of pride in her voice. 

	Trorm hadn’t heard of that order, but that wasn’t surprising. It was clearly an order for the naga. Most shamanic orders were-race specific. His own brother belonged to an exclusively orc shamanic order. Shamans were divine spell casters but drew their spells from nature and spirits. Trorm had always thought of them as somewhere in between clerics and druids in terms of both technique and mindset. Looser organizations than the churches clerics belonged to, more ordered than the far-flung druids. 

	“It is an honor to fight beside you then, lady shaman,” Sir Daniel said. 

	Sijat preened, a faint hint of color darkening her cheeks. 

	Trorm blinked. Had he really just seen that?

	He looked at Daniel. The knight gave him a modest smile and shrugged. 

	“Oh, holy blade of Thodos,” Lilian exclaimed, stepping up to Sir Daniel for the first time and staring wide-eyed at his weapon. Trorm thought it was a type of automatic shotgun, but he couldn’t be sure. It had a drum of ammunition attached to it that suggested Daniel wouldn’t be stopping to reload any time soon. “Is that an Earthshoulders original?” Lilain asked, a hint of awe in her voice. 

	Daniel smiled at her. “You’re familiar with his work?”

	Lilian nodded. “I am. How on earth did you get him to make one for you?”

	Daniel shook his head. “I can’t take credit. This weapon belonged to my father.”

	That made Lilian smile. She glanced over at Trorm. “Think you might be able to make something like this one day?”

	Trorm hadn’t given the weapon any special attention, but as he stepped up and turned his focus on it he realized just how powerful it was. The spellwork inlaid inside the weapon was potent, but so subtle and intricately a part of the item that he couldn’t hold it against himself for missing it. The crafter had not wanted the weapon’s enchantment to be obvious. From the first glance Trorm could suspected that the weapon’s enchantments would keep it from ever running out of ammunition and did something to anything it struck. He also thought that he sensed some form of transmutation magic, but he couldn’t be sure. 

	“Perhaps,” Trorm said. “Whoever this Earthshoulders is, he is clearly a master craftsman and a specialist.” More specialized than Trorm would ever want to be. It clearly paid off for the weaponsmith, but Trorm didn’t intend to ever be a simple craftsman. He’d be more powerful than that. More influential. 

	“I am grateful to have both of you with us,” Trorm said, stepping back and giving both Sijat and Daniel a nod. 

	“It is an honor to be in such company,” Daniel said, looking around, then his eyes fell to Winnie. “I confess though, for most of us I understand our roles here. Winnie are you sure you want to accompany your…” he seemed to struggle a moment to find the right word. Trorm could hardly blame him for that. “Lover, on this quest?”

	Winnie tilted her head, making her ears bob and cocked her hip. Unlike everyone else in their tactical gear, she was back in her extreme biking equipment and looked just as much the part of a dungeoneer as any of them. “Like, I’m totally cool with this. Don’t worry about me.”

	“Winnie is our scout, locksmith, and a fierce combatant,” Trorm assured Daniel, setting a proud hand down on Winnie’s shoulder. She stood up a little straighter and grinned. 

	“Ah,” Daniel said, understanding dawning. “Forgive me. I didn’t realize we had someone of your expertise in this group. I look forward to working with you.”

	It was politely said, but there was a hesitation to his words, as if Daniel wasn’t quite certain of them. Trorm’s suspicions were confirmed a moment later as the knight gave their paladin an unobtrusive glance, as if reassuring himself that they were on the right side of the law if Lilian was with them. He’d never dug into Winnie’s past, but it wasn’t hard to figure out that she had lived an existence at odds with Aflana’s legal system. 

	Lilian’s grinned and the hint of tension dissipated. “All right, so good news and bad news. Good news, we’re somewhat familiar with this dungeon and already have a key to something from our previous excursion into it. Bad news. Our circumstances have changed and instead of an exploratory mission this is now a speed run.

	“Winnie and I will take point, Trorm and Sijat will take center, and Sir Daniel, you are our rear guard. Any objections?”

	There weren’t any. Trorm didn’t like the idea of spending the entire time in the dungeon’s hallways with Sijat but he and Lilian had agreed beforehand it was best that the pair of them be protected from either end. He’d found that he enjoyed their tactical discussions as they’d prepared. They’d agreed it should be her giving orders at the beginning, her gender making it more likely Sijat would do as she was told and her status as a paladin making her someone their new knight associate would respect. 

	“What exactly are the circumstances?” Daniel asked. “I don’t object to anything you’re saying, Lilian, I’d simply appreciate a little more information.”

	Lilian’s expression turned stony. “Someone else has found out about the dungeon. He’s a very bad man and he wants to take the dungeon core to do bad things with it. We’re going to get it first.”

	“Ah,” Daniel said. “Then by all means, lead on.”

	Trorm grunted and they descended the concealed staircase behind the alter. 

	“We should do a quick sweep of the ground we’ve already covered,” Trorm said. “To make sure that no nasty surprises will come up behind us.”  

	Beside him, Sijat made a face but raised no objections. 

	“I concur,” Lilian said, a note of reluctance in her voice. Trorm was all too familiar with what she was feeling right now. Everything inside of her probably wanted to rush headlong to the heart of the dungeon slaughtering everything in her path, heedless of the other obstacles. Lilian was exhibiting remarkable self-control all things considered. 

	The sweep provided them with no new obstacles. They did find a few scorched giant maggot eggs and dispatched them on the off chance that they had survived the flames from before and would come to hatch later. Otherwise their first minutes in the dungeon were uneventful. 

	They doubled back to take the hallway they had neglected before in favor of destroying the insect monster that had chased Winnie. It wound around in a curving path so that they couldn’t see too far ahead before splitting into two more hallways going in opposite directions. 

	“This place likes keeping our backs exposed,” Winnie said. “Devious.”

	“Same as before,” Trorm said to Winnie. “You scout ahead, and we’ll hold ground here to make sure nothing comes up behind you.”

	“Shouldn’t that be Lilian’s call?” Sijat asked in a cutting tone.

	Lilian gave Winnie a bland look. “Same as before. You scout ahead, and we’ll hold ground here to make sure nothing comes up behind you.”

	Winnie laughed. 

	Sijat scowled. 

	Trom readied his shield spell as his fiancé bounced silently down the passage to their left. 

	They only had to wait a short while before she came bouncing back, beaming. “I found what the key card is for!” 

	They followed her back to where she’d come from and found an elevator. It had a pad beneath the faintly glowing button that would presumably summon it. “I think we should give it a go,” she said to Trorm. 

	Trom nodded. “I concur.”

	Sijat let out a little hiss but didn’t say anything. Clearly Winnie’s deferment bothered her as much as, if not more than Trorm speaking up earlier. 

	“Lilian, what do you think?” Daniel said. “It might be a trap.”

	Sijat gave him a thoughtful glance. 

	“I thought of that,” Winnie said. “But like, we can’t really know until I get a look. We should at least look at it.”

	Lilian nodded. “Agreed. There’s a chance we might be able to bypass a whole lot of trouble with this.” She drew out the key card and held it to the pad. A green light came on and the button lit up. She pushed it. 

	Daniel gave her a considering look. “This bad man that’s after the dungeon core…your conflict with him is personal, isn’t it?”

	Lilian was quiet for a moment before giving a jerky nod. “Very much so. He has…deeply wounded my family.”

	Daniel gave a slow, thoughtful nod of his own. “Thank you for your honesty.”

	The elevator dinged its arrival and the doors opened. 

	“Does this change anything for you?” Lilian asked. 

	Daniel shook his head. “I gave my word I’d help.”

	Winnie bounced into the elevator and began scrutinizing every inch of it. “No traps!” She called out after a moment. “A lot of buttons though. This dungeon is deep.”

	Trorm stepped inside to look. There was another pad for the key next to the buttons. He stared. If each of these buttons corresponded to a floor, then this dungeon had at least twenty levels to it. 

	“Lilian, I think you’re right,” Trorm said. “The elevator is the only way we can manage a speed run. If we try to go floor by floor it will take us forever.”

	Lilian nodded. “Okay, how far down can we go?”

	“And do we all want to go at once?” Daniel asked. 

	They all looked at him. “I’m not in favor of splitting up the party, but just because the elevator itself isn’t trapped doesn’t mean that there isn’t a nasty surprise waiting for us when the doors open, and this is very confined space”

	Lilian glanced at Trorm, then the party as a whole. “We put it to a vote.”

	“Don’t split the party,” Trorm said immediately. 

	Winnie nodded. “What he said.”

	“Then that’s settled,” Lilian said. “Assuming, Sir Daniel, that your opinion hasn’t changed?”

	He smiled at her. “It has not.”

	“Then let’s see how far down we can go.”

	They piled in and Lilian pressed the card to the pad. Most of the buttons lit up, but at least half of them did not, including the bottommost button. However, the button above that one shone as bright as any of the others. “I guess we’re going to the penultimate level, then,” Lilian said and pushed the button. 

	The doors closed and they descended. 

	“This thing like, really needs some music,” Winnie said cheerfully, earning a chuckle from the group. 

	A thought occurred to Trorm. Daniel was right. They didn’t know what was waiting for them when the doors opened. 

	He cast his shield spell, blocking off the elevator doors and earning odd looks from everyone. “Weapons ready,” he said. “I think Daniel was right.”

	Sijat scoffed as everyone else adjusted grips and drew firearms. “I’ve had just about enough of you—”

	The elevator came to a stop and the doors opened to a torrent of fire that crashed into Trorm’s shield spell. For a moment the flames were stopped but the heat still got through. A quick adjustment and that too was blocked. 

	“You were saying?” Winnie said, giving the naga a nasty look before they all opened fire on whatever was trying to roast them. 
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	The flames didn’t let up.

	Trorm pushed forward to the elevator doors, grunting with the effort as he poured more magic into his shield spell. He had to get enough space between the doors and the torrent of fire to let his party out otherwise as soon as his shield spell failed, they’d be roasted. Not that Trorm was in any danger of running out of magic, especially not with his reserves boosted by the Psy Omega jacket. That said, Trorm had always preferred offense to defense. 

	He shoved back against the flames and created pathways on either side for his party to escape through. A roaring sound filled the room beyond, accompanied by a heavy metallic clang that rang out over and over. The combination was almost deafening. Even so, Trorm could hear Lilian rallying their group and rushing out of the elevator death trap. 

	He’d thought it odd that the dungeon would offer up a key to the penultimate floor so early. Now he understood. The key had been as much a trap as a reward. Any inexperienced dungeon crawlers who had tried to skip down to the end would end up food for the dungeon core or its creatures. The thought of what would have happened to Winnie and Lilian had he not had his shield up sent a shiver up Trorm’s spine that ran counter to the oppressive heat that had begun washing over him. 

	Once Trorm’s party was clear of him, splitting off in two different directions, the flames pulled away from him. A moment later Trorm saw their new target. Lilian lead a charge with Daniel, her shield raised, fire splashing off it as Daniel followed close behind with his enchanted automatic shotgun, aiming high to fire at the source of the flames. Which turned out to be not a trap, but a living creature. 

	Trorm’s first thought was dragon. 

	He realized that was wrong an instant later. Occasionally dragons did take possession of a dungeon core to create incredibly dangerous lairs, but though this creature was massive, reptilian, and was breathing enough fire to put his draco-truck to shame, it was no dragon. It was serpentine and glistening with flesh instead of scales, black with glowing yellow markings that occasionally spat out gouts of flame. Six stubby legs interrupted its hundred foot—at least a hundred foot—length.

	This was a salamander. An elder salamander.

	Considering the number of floors Trorm had seen available in the elevator he couldn’t say that he was surprised that the dungeon had managed to produce such a monster. He couldn’t say he was happy about it either. What did surprise Trorm was the little red patches of blood Daniel’s shotgun was making appear on the elder salamander’s face with his shotgun blasts. 

	An elder salamander’s hide would be tough to break through but the Earthshoulder’s shotgun didn’t seem to have any problems. Trorm made a mental note to look up that weapon maker. Clearly, he did potent work. Lilian’s own heavy revolver was just as clearly having little to no effect as the pair rushed forward. She must have realized this because she swapped it out for her collapsible sword with practiced fluidity. 

	To his other side, Winnie and Sijat moved much more slowly, trying not to draw the behemoth’s attention. Both had their firearms out though Sijat was clearly casting a spell. Trorm didn’t recognize what it was supposed to do. Divine magic didn’t follow the same principles as arcane, being based upon faith rather than formula, but he found out an instant later.

	A thread of light lanced out from Sijat’s hand to twine itself around Daniel’s weapon, becoming a serpent of light with the jaws aligned with the firearm’s muzzle. Daniel reached up and removed the drum of ammunition from his firearm and was suddenly holding a sword and shield, the serpent of light twisting around the blade. 

	He and Lilian moved to flank the elder salamander and struck in tandem, each delivering a deep stab into the monster’s flesh. Golden light erupted from Lilian’s weapon as it pierced the monster’s hide while the light serpent on Daniel’s own struck in tandem with the knight’s lunge, fangs striking the wound he’d created. 

	The elder salamander reared back, nearly yanking both combatants from their feet as they struggled to retain their hold on their weapons, which slid free along with fountains of molten blood. Both Daniel and Lilian got their shields up in time to catch the splash and smoke rose up. 

	“Don’t get it’s blood on you!” Trorm called. It was likely unnecessary, both Lilian and Daniel clearly knew what they were about, but he wasn’t about to risk their lives on an assumption. 

	The chamber they were in looked like a repurposed cave. Rivers of molten magma poured in waterfalls down the walls to splash into rivers that wound around the floor. Portions of the salamander’s length dipped into them. Pipes attached to the walls pulled lava from the rivers and guided it to a series of enormous mechanisms. Gears bigger than Trorm turned with powerful slowness. Something among the gears rose and fell, creating the ringing sound that filled the chamber. 

	Was that a forge of some kind?

	“Look out!” Winnie cried and Trorm barely spun around in time to avoid a flaming blade aimed at his neck. 

	The elder salamander wasn’t the only monster in the room. Suits of armor filled with humanoid shaped magma stepped from the rivers, armed with swords and shields that burned with enchanted heat. At least Trorm now had a good idea what the forge was for. 

	At least a dozen of the armored magma men had risen from the molten rivers throughout the chamber and it looked as if more would be coming up soon. 

	“Incoming!” Trorm called out and readied his chain lighting spell. 

	Sijat and Winnie both opened fire with their own firearms. Winnie’s shotgun neatly decapitated one of the magma men in two shots but her weapon wasn’t an automatic and she had to stop to pump it after. Sijat’s AK-47 tore through several magma men like they were nothing, but each took multiple shots to down before falling into glowing puddles with a splash. 

	Perhaps if the shotgun had been enchanted Winnie might have been able to take down a monster with each shot. Perhaps if Sijat didn’t have to stop to reload her AK-47 after emptying it so quickly of its ammunition she might have been able to take down all their new enemies. Fortunately, they weren’t alone, or they’d have been overwhelmed. Trorm unleashed his chain lightning. 

	It struck the nearest magma construct and leapt to the next and the next. Their armor sparked and smoked, conductors for the electricity, enchanted or no. That was perhaps the reason why the first three struck by Trorm’s lightning exploded. The next three did not. Instead they were stunned, held in place for several moments as the lightning coursed through their flesh-less bodies. 

	Those moments proved enough time for Winnie and Sijat, who opened fire on the immobilized targets and reduced them to molten puddles. 

	Trorm took a deep breath and coughed. The air was so hot it was beginning to burn his mouth and throat. The forge’s hammer rang out and more magma men rose from the flows. It was making more of them, he realized. Trorm turned to tell Sijat and Winnie and found the naga dripping in sweat. 

	Trorm swore. Of course, she’d be more effected by this heat than the rest of them. Was there anything he could do about it? Not with more magma men pouring in. 

	“We need to stop the forge!” He pointed with his staff. If they stopped that, they could probably stop the magma men. Perhaps there’d even be a mechanism to cut off the lava flows. 

	The elder salamander let out a scream and exploded, flames erupting from every one of its markings as it writhed about itself like a snake, transforming its body into a living tornado of fire. Lilian and Daniel both were knocked back and the flaming tail struck Lilian. She caught the blow on her shield but was still sent flying through the air and nearly bounced into one of the magma rivers. 

	A magma man rose from the river behind her, flaming sword held high, and Trorm blasted it with a bolt of electricity, making it explode backwards into the river with a splash of magma. Lilian tossed him a grateful grin then rose back up, sword and shield at the ready, golden light surrounding her. 

	“Stop the forge,” Trorm repeated to Sijat and Lilian. “We do that, then we can help the others take down the salamander without worrying about getting stabbed from behind.”

	Winnie bobbed her head in agreement and Sijat gave a slow nod, sweat streaming down her face. She hadn’t tried to argue with him. That couldn’t be a good sign. 

	They hurried toward the forge, blasting away magma men as they moved to intercept the group. Every time Trorm heard the salamander bellow and felt the heat of its attacks wash over them he wanted to turn and blast it with his lightning. All that would do though was draw its attention to them. If that happened their chances of stopping the forge decreased dramatically. So long as it was going the chamber would produce an infinite supply of enemies. 

	They needed to stop the forge and get the room under their control, then they could focus on slaying the monster. 

	The forge was not unguarded. Two ten-foot-tall figures emerged from the gears as they drew closer. Iron golems. Each was armed with a massive sword. 

	For a moment Trorm was surprised that they didn’t have heavy artillery mounted on them. Then he realized that equipping such things in this head would be problematic for the ammunition. Horror struck him. How long did they have before—

	Winnie cried out in pain. Her unenchanted shotgun was great for the upper halls but without magic the heat had gotten to her ammunition and the weapon exploded in her hands. Sijat wasted no time in casting a healing spell, closing the wounds in Winnie’s arms right away. That meant though that she wasn’t laying down fire on the golems. 

	Trorm abandoned the lightning spell he’d been preparing and threw up his shield spell just in time as the golems attacked, deflected their powerful blows as they fell upon the group. 

	“Winnie, deactivate the forge,” Trorm called out. “Sijat, keep those magma men off of us while I keep these two busy.”

	Winnie didn’t waste any time responding, scurrying out from behind Trorm’s shield to duck around a heavy gear and dodging around the iron golems. 

	Sijat let out a disgruntled hiss but turned to fire into the magma men that had chased after them. Out of the corner of his eye, Trorm could see that Lilian and Daniel were barely holding their own against the elder salamander. They simply couldn’t match the monster’s ability to dish out and take damage. And new magma men were emerging from the rivers as the forge tolled like a bell. 

	The iron golem’s swords fell in alternating strokes, tireless but predictable. Trorm adjusted his shield spell again, shaping it so that it sloped. When the next attack fell, instead of rebounding, the iron golem’s weapon slid into the path of its partner. The enormous sword struck and severed the previous attacker’s arm at the elbow. 

	The sword came back a dented wreck. Trorm grinned. Both enemies had been effectively disarmed. 

	Not that the constructs seemed to know or care. They simply resorted to slamming into his shield with their fists. At least these attacks didn’t land with the same striking force as their swords had. 

	The roar of Sijat’s AK-47 ceased behind him as she ran out of ammunition and had to stop to reload. A glance over his shoulder revealed that she had dropped all the magma men that had been coming for them. Daniel and Lilian, however, were in trouble as the enemies that hadn’t come after Trorm’s group reached them, forcing them to divide their attention. 

	It was almost beautiful to watch the pair of them as they dueled the magma men, blades flashing in the firelight as they dodged around the elder salamander’s coils and avoided its gouts of flame. 

	The forge rang out—then stopped. Only one new magma man rose up from the rivers of lava. Winnie had done it!

	Trorm wasn’t the only one to realize that. The iron golems turned as one, their attacks stopping abruptly as they redirected their attention toward the forge. 

	Trorm cast his chain lightning spell. He didn’t aim for the golem’s heads or torsos though as he usually would have, but for their knees. Seeing the one’s arm severed at the joint gave him an idea and reminded him of something. The most dangerous thing a large animal could do was fall. For all his elder brothers’ ferocity as warriors they practiced their footwork more than any other element of combat. Orcs were too large not to take it into account. 

	So Trorm blasted their knees. He bounced his lightning from one joint to the other, controlling and directed it with the same ease he’d found himself able to do with his shield spell. The lightning struck one iron knee, then another, then redoubled upon itself, again and again until pieces tore free. The golems collapsed as their joints gave out, collapsing under their own weight. The force of their impact rattled each of their chassis. They struggled to move in locking jerks, still trying to get to Winnie where she had stopped the forge. 

	Sijat’s AK-47 resumed firing as Trorm had expected. Then he scowled. She should be firing at the golems to finish them off. 

	Then he heard it. The rush of something massive. The screams of warning. 

	He turned to find the elder salamander charging across the chamber toward them, flames spewing from its maw, as it bore down on them with lightning speed. It was on them in an instant, moving with that same deceptive serpentine speed Israxa had demonstrated before to him. 

	It lunged for Trorm, who barely got his shield up in time to catch the flaming jaws before they closed. 

	One of its stubby limbs lashed out and struck Sijat. The naga’s weapon flew from her hands. There force of the blow was such that she couldn’t even scream as she flew through the air, arcing directly toward one of the rivers of magma. Sijat landed with a splash. 

	

Chapter Twelve
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	The flames bore down on Trorm’s shield with an almost physical force. An instant later, the elder salamander’s jaws were upon him. Not content to simply try and wear down his shield with fire, the ancient elemental’s fangs sank into the invisible shield, creating strange distortions in the air at the points of impact. Trorm was left staring directing down the monster’s throat from which the flames continued to disgorge. 

	The force of the attack was such that Trorm was driven into the creature’s mouth and forced to transform his shield from a disc to a sphere to keep from being crushed as he was hefted completely off the ground. He roared his challenge down the salamander’s gullet as it swung him about like a ragdoll, pouring all his energy and concentration into keeping his shield up. As long as he did that, he stayed alive. As long as he stayed alive, the monster’s focus was on him and not his allies. 

	It was difficult to see through the veritable wall of fire and heat distortion surrounding, but from his new vantage Trorm was able to see that Daniel had made it to Sijat’s side and had pulled the naga shaman free of the magma. She wasn’t moving. Most of the damage seemed to have been done to her tail, which miraculously hadn’t been reduced completely to cinders. The knight finished pouring a healing potion into her mouth, tossed aside the bottle, and grabbed another from his belt and poured it over the severe wounds that covered the lower half of her tail. 

	The elder salamander thrashed about and Trorm lost sight of his allies as his enemy rag dolled him into the ground. His shield flashed at the impact. The elder salamander didn’t let up. It chewed, burned, and slammed into Trorm’s shield over and over and over and it was all Trorm could do to hold on. He couldn’t keep this up forever. 

	Bolstered his magical reserves might be, but they weren’t infinite, and they were rapidly depleting. He needed a game changer and quickly went through his roster of spells. None of his divinations spells would help here. There were supposedly some that were supposed to let one see instants ahead of time in the midst of combat but Trorm didn’t have access to them. His restraining spell wouldn’t work either. It wasn’t meant for creatures this size and it was only thanks to Trorm’s own prodigious power that he was able to restrain Israxa with it. 

	As for offense, his primary spell was meant for multiple opponents and his other attacking spell was a fire bolt. Not especially useful against a being whose very essence was flame. Perhaps his lightning spell could paralyze the salamander long enough for Lilian to deliver a fatal smite? It was all he had so he began preparing…only to realize that it might not be. 

	He’d been able to easily manipulate his chain lightning spell earlier and had been freely shaping his shield spell. Only a few weeks ago he’d inverted it to contain an explosion. Could he do something similar now? He began testing, feeling out with the very beginnings of what the spell would take…and found it responding easily before he was slammed down into the ground again and lost his concentration, forced to choose between holding his shield and completing the burgeoning spell. 

	It would work. He grinned as the salamander lifted him high into the air again madly laughing down the monster’s throat as he began to cast, pouring every ounce of magical energy at his disposal into the spell. His positioning was too perfect not to. If he held back, he would fail. And he couldn’t fail. 

	Magical energy coalesced about Trorm in a blue-white blur that shone through his shield. The salamander’s flames died around him, snuffed out in the wave of pure cold that radiated from Trorm. Trorm’s shield spell vanished. The salamander’s jaws slammed shut. He released his spell, the most massive fire bolt he had ever conjured, only inverted. Instead of radiating heat, the spell absorbed it, becoming an ice bolt. In the darkness of the salamander’s mouth, Trorm mentally corrected himself. At this size it was more of a blizzard bolt. 

	And it went straight down the elder salamander’s throat. 

	The monster’s mouth froze around him, the tongue going completely still, teeth stuck together, which Trorm supposed was a blessing. Trapped he might be, but at least he wasn’t about to be skewered. At least he could see in the dark. Terrifying as his situation was, Trorm imagined that being completely unable to see would have made it infinitely worse. 

	The world pitched as the salamander fell over and Trorm flew into its frozen teeth. They shattered at the impact and Trorm rolled free across the chamber floor. He came to a stop and dizzily staggered upright. If he stopped, he’d stop for good, and then he’d die. 

	Bruised and completely out of magical energy, Trorm rose, staff in hand. 

	The flames spouting from the salamander’s yellow markings had vanished and the once bright colors had dulled to a sickly ochre. Steam rose up from the creatures weakly writhing length and its eyes had ice crystals covering the orbs. Already they were melting as the blunt head rounded on Trorm. He’d hurt it. Badly. But the damn thing wasn’t dead yet. 

	The salamander opened its mouth and let out a cough of steam, but no flames. With a furious snarl it lunged forward, it’s movements still powerful but comparatively sluggish next to its earlier movements. Trorm then did what any other wizard would never have even contemplated doing. 

	He leapt at the oncoming monster as it lunged and swung his staff with all his might. There was a reason he preferred the staff to the wand. While wands might be great for fine casting, at the end of the day Trorm’s staff was still effectively a heavy club capable of crushing a man’s skull. 

	The salamander’s skull wasn’t crushed by the blow, but its entire attack was deflected and there was a crunching sound where the staff shattered bone weakened by Daniel’s earlier shotgun blasts. The enormous head slammed into the ground and the salamander writhed, roaring in agony. 

	Lilian leapt out of nowhere, ablaze with divine light, and sank her blade home through the wound Trorm had opened, burying it deep into the monster’s brain. The salamander roared and thrashed about, the body not yet recognizing that it was dead. Lilian was knocked free and Trorm leapt to catch her before she could fall into one of the lava rivers. 

	Curiously as he did so, he noted that the magma wasn’t giving off the same heat as before. It must be magical in nature then. That was the only explanation for how they hadn’t burnt their lungs to a crisp after only a few moments in this chamber and why Sijat hadn’t been reduced completely to ashes. 

	“We have to get to Sijat,” Trorm said, righting Lilian and letting her on her feet. She nodded. It was hard to say, but Trorm thought that she might have been blushing. Then again, she’d just been fighting for her life in a room full of lava so her red face was probably due to that. 

	They hurried over to the fallen naga and found Winnie already there. She and Daniel had given Sijat all their healing potions. Sijat’s wounds were so terrible that they hadn’t managed to do more than keep her from dying. Lilian wasted no time in falling to her knees and laying her hands upon Sijat’s tail, praying fervently to Thodos as her hands alit with holy light. 

	The wounds lessened, refusing to vanish completely. Daniel was holding her head and Trorm gave him his healing potions to pour down her throat then turned to Winnie. “Scout ahead. We don’t want to be caught off guard if something from that last level comes for us.”

	The bunny girl gave an uneasy look at Sijat, then nodded, ears bobbing, and bounced off with Sijat’s AK-47. Her shotgun was a lost cause and Trorm didn’t think the naga would mind their scout borrowing her weapon if it kept them alive. Speaking of, Trorm downed one of his mana potions, restoring a sliver of his magical energy. He readied his staff and kept his other magical restoration potions in reserve. Sijat would need them when she came to in order to heal herself. Those injuries were worse than anything their abilities could handle, perhaps worse even than Sijat could manage. 

	Lilian fell backward onto her butt next to Sijat, panting hard, the light gone from her hands. “I can’t channel anymore.”  

	Trorm nodded. “I’m all but out of magic.”

	Winnie came bounding back to them, concern showing on her face. “There’s a staircase ahead. I went ahead and picked the lock keeping it shut. There’s a maze on the other side with more of those iron giants patrolling it.”

	Trorm barely kept himself from swearing and looked to Lilian. They both knew what was at stake. That they needed to complete this dungeon as quickly as possible and get to the core before Victor Madden did. They also both knew that if they pushed ahead in this condition Sijat would die. Likely more of them would too. They had next to no remaining magic, were completely exhausted, and down the healer they’d so desperately needed before. 

	Sijat began to awaken, moaning in pain. Trorm made to give her his remaining mana potions but thought better of it and instead handed them to Daniel. The knight nodded in understanding and began pouring them into Sijat’s mouth. Delirious with pain, Sijat would not appreciate Trorm being close to her. She might even attack him. 

	Her weeping eyes took in the knight over her and locked onto his face. 

	“Lady shaman,” he said softly. “You’ve been badly wounded. We’ve given you all the help we can and we’re going to keep you safe, but you must heal yourself.”

	She blinked up at him, as if not seeing him clearly.  

	Daniel repeated himself twice more before Sijat was able to go through the motions of a healing spell. Her wounds closed still further but she was still far from restored. Her head fell limp to the side as exhaustion and pain overtook her and she fell unconscious. 

	“We need to return to the surface,” Daniel said. 

	“Thodos give me strength,” Lilian said, whether she was praying, swearing, or both Trorm couldn’t say. “We do.”

	“Lilian take point,” Trorm said. “Winnie, make sure nothing comes up behind us. Daniel, you and I will haul Sijat up. Would you lend your weapon to Lilian?”

	The knight handed over his prized weapon without a second of hesitation. Lilian accepted with no small amount of reverence and quickly returned the sword and shield to the automatic shotgun form. Thodos’s holy light suffused the firearm, providing a faint glow for her to see by. 

	The nature of Sijat’s wounds meant that they had to touch the burns directly or risk opening them up by dragging her tail on the floor and Trorm winced, hoping he wasn’t making them worse or giving her an infection that might take root before the healers could restore her. 

	“I still had cell service in the temple,” Daniel said. “I’ll call for an ambulance to meet us as soon as we get topside.”

	Trorm winced. He’d forgotten that they’d have to carry Sijat’s not insignificant bulk not only through the dungeon but through the under city. 

	“No,” Trorm said. 

	Daniel scowled at him. “I understand you want to keep this dungeon a secret, Trorm, but she needs real medical attention. More than we can provide. Burns are notoriously easy to get infected and there’s no telling what kind of internal damage she’s sustained.”

	“I agree,” Trorm said. “But that will take more time than she might have. She needs a proper cleric right away. Magical healing.”

	“They’ll have that at the hospital,” Daniel said. 

	Trorm shook his head. “For something like this, they will need to send for a cleric. Someone more powerful than they’ll have on hand.” Sadly, he knew this from experience and it must have shown on his face because Daniel didn’t argue further.

	“Then where are we taking her?” the knight asked. 

	Trorm told him. 

	The heat that suffused Daniel’s face had nothing to do with physical exertion or the fiery chamber they’d just departed. 
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	Trorm found himself thanking any of the gods, spirits, or ancestors who would listen that his draco-truck could drive itself. They were all exhausted, especially after carrying Sijat who knew how far through uneven, dangerous terrain. The draco-truck hurtled through the streets, knowing where to go from memory with only a word from Trorm. 

	It screeched to a stop before Oana’s temple, where they were met by a flurry of acolytes with a stretcher. Trorm had used Daniel’s phone to call ahead as soon as it had gotten service, which was much sooner than any of the rest of their phones. Cherry Tempest, for once, hadn’t answered him. He’d been forced to call the main line. They’d been exceptionally receptive and quick to promise the temple’s help. 

	Daniel and Lilian’s cheeks were both red as they studiously ignored the diaphanous robes and scant attire beneath them the acolytes wore. Each was different, tailored to best flatter the wearer’s build and assets, something Winnie had no evident problem admiring. 

	“I think I need to get one of these,” she said, nodding with her ears at one of them acolytes, who gave her a grin. 

	Each of the acolytes also wore the holy symbol of Oana on a chain about their neck, a serpent wrapped about an orchid. Trorm had never considered before whether that was intended as more than sexual metaphor. Would Sijat, a naga and shaman of a decidedly serpentine order, appreciate the symbol or be resentful of it? He supposed they’d find out when she was conscious again. The thought made him scowl. He could just imagine Sijat’s scathing remarks about bringing her to a place like this instead of the hospital. 

	As if he could hear Trorm’s thoughts, Daniel spoke up, eyeing the acolytes nervously. “Are you sure this is an acceptable place for her? They won’t have to do anything…without her consent? I’ll not stand for that.”

	One of the acolytes gave him a scathing look and Trorm shook his head. “No. They won’t need to do anything of the sort. The clergy of Oana do not condone rape in any form and find it to be one of the grossest offenses one can commit.”

	Daniel’s ears burned. “Oh.”

	It was interesting seeing the knight so flustered. The knight had been utterly unflappable until he’d learned they be visiting the temple of the goddess of hedonism. Humans were strange.

	“If you don’t mind my asking,” Daniel said as they followed the stretcher into the temple where the blessed AC washed over them. “How did you come to be so…affiliated with this order?”

	“That LGBTQ rally,” Trorm said. “It was being sponsored by Oana’s order. We’ve had strong relations since.”

	Daniel gave a slow nod. “Strange bedfellows.” He flushed again, perhaps realizing the double entendre of his wording. If any of the clergy were offended, they didn’t show it. 

	Trorm shrugged. “Oana’s people have been good to me and mine and I don’t have so many allies that I can afford to spit on the hand of friendship when it is so graciously offered.”

	Daniel nodded. “I understand.” Then he glanced over at Lilian. “But what about the Temple of Thodos? Surely they’d be eager to aid one of their deity’s champions?”

	Lilian sighed. “I love my god and my church, but in this instance, this is the better option. Oana’s people won’t require paperwork or ask questions. Sijat will be healed more quickly and word of our activities won’t spread.”

	“I see,” Daniel said. “Thank you for explaining.”

	More clergy approached the group and quietly laid their hands upon them, murmuring prayers to Oana. Here in the goddess’s temple, the power of their healing magics were amplified and fatigue and pain washed away from Trorm. He let out a sigh of relief. Some of his aches had been so deep that he hadn’t even realized he was feeling them until they were gone. It gave him greater confidence in the clergy’s ability to heal Sijat. She might not like where he had taken her, but there’d be no way she’d be able to argue with their results. 

	“If I may,” Daniel said to one of the clerics. “I’d like to remain by Lady Sijat’s side while she is healed. She should not have to recover without an ally present.”

	Trorm gave the man an approving nod. So did the cleric, though a few were less gracious. 

	A few of them must have thought that Daniel didn’t trust them not to misbehave while Sijat was healed. It was a common stereotype the order was constantly battling and one that a few were more than a little sensitive about. None of them raised any protest, however, and Daniel was allowed to follow them into a private healing chamber with Sijat.

	“I’m going back to Israxa’s house to check on Mom and Abigail,” Lilian said with evident dejection. “The least I can do is explain to everyone why we haven’t reached the core yet.”

	Winnie gave a nod. “Me too. Nymal and Israxa will, like, need some affection.”

	Trorm nodded and was about to agree to drive them home when one of the acolytes doubled back and hurried over to his side. She blushed, hesitating to meet his eyes “Sir? Mr. Coldstorm, sir? Lady Tempest would like for…well, she’s asking if you’d meet her in her office.”

	Trorm suppressed the urge to scowl. It was unfortunate but he suspected a day might come when he asked too much of the temple. Healing Sijat was no small matter. Openly allied and supportive of him the temple of Oana might be, but he was not one of the goddess’s followers. There was only so much he could reasonably ask of them. This was not going to be a fun conversation and the timing could not have come at a worse time. He’d have to find a way to convince Cherry to keep the temple’s healers available to them for a short while longer, at least until this matter with Victor Madden was resolved. After that…hopefully after that the sheer number of crises assaulting his attempt at higher education would diminish. 

	He could only dream.

	With a sigh, he gave the acolyte a nod, grabbed Winnie and pulled her into a fierce kiss. She moaned into his mouth and then squealed in delight when she realized he’d pressed the key to the draco-truck into her hand. 

	“I get to drive it?” She positively vibrated with enthusiasm. 

	“I don’t know how long I’ll be,” Trorm said. “I’ll Uber to Israxa’s when I’m finished here.”

	“Let’s go then,” Lilian said, very pointedly not looking at them. Her face had turned as red as her hair. 

	Winnie nodded in agreement. “Like, let’s! I get to drive the draco-truck. I get to drive the draco-truck,” she sing-songed as she skipped out of the temple, Lilian following behind her, shaking her head. 

	Trorm was left alone in the temple’s entrance save for the blushing acolyte. 

	“If you please, Mr. Coldstorm,” she said, still not meeting his eyes. “This way.”

	Trorm might have given her apparent embarrassment more thought if he weren’t so concerned with how he was going to persuade Cherry to continue her assistance. He didn’t even protest that he knew the way to Cherry’s office by heart and allowed the acolyte to escort him to the elevator and then down the hall to the doorway. 

	She opened the door, silently ushering him inside, then closed it behind him. Trorm only barely heard the lock click behind him he was so shocked by what he found. 

	Cherry Tempest was the sexy librarian fantasy made flesh. Tall, blonde, curvaceous, and always provocatively dressed in attire that made satire of professionalism. She was down on her stockinged knees before her desk, her face between Abigail Madden’s open thighs.

	While Cherry was still dressed, Abigail’s pants, and from the sound of things her panties, were gone, leaving her in only a t-shirt with a few of her blue braids fallen over it. She was moaning, gasping as Cherry expertly worked her sex, leaning back on her elbows, her head tossed back. The position thrust her prodigious breasts upward and Trorm couldn’t help the erection that immediately rose in his trousers. 

	Abigail might not have realized he’d arrived, but Cherry did. She stopped, making Abigail whimper in protest, and looked over her shoulder at Trorm. Her lipstick was smeared, and her chin glistened with Abigail’s fluids. “Hello, Trorm.”

	Abigail let out a yelp, her head shooting up. She stared wide-eyed at Trorm and tried to slam her knees shut. This didn’t work very well as Cherry was still between them. The legal counsel for Oana’s clergy gently slapped Abigail on the inner thigh. “Stop that,” she scolded. “Keep them open. Expose yourself to him.”

	Abigail’s breath caught in her throat. She continued to stare at Trorm, her face burning, but obeyed Cherry, keeping her legs open. 

	Cherry rose to her feet and Abigail’s sex was completely exposed. She was completely devoid of pubic hair, leaving her bare and glistening. Her folds had parted slightly, giving him a flash of pink. 

	Trorm couldn’t help but stare. He’d thought of Abigail naked. It was hard not to. She was gorgeous and intelligent. He’d even seen her engaged in sexual activity once with Nymal, though now that he thought about it, she’d been the one clearly in control of that exchange and had never removed her lingerie. There was something incredibly vulnerable about her now as she met his eyes and held herself open for him. 

	It took Trorm several tries to get his voice working. “What is going on?”

	Cherry, almost absently, stroked Abigail’s inner thigh with manicured fingers. “You’ve brought Oana a new acolyte.” She smiled. “I was hoping you’d be willing to participate in her anointing.”

	Trorm took a deep breath, trying to clear his head so that he could think and answer clearly. He hadn’t had this much trouble trying an entirely new spell while staring down the elder salamander’s throat. Then again, he hadn’t cared about the salamander the same way he cared about Abigail. That had only been his life on the line, something he’d understood might be forfeit at any moment a long time ago. This…this was something deep and personal to his dear friend. 

	Her lower lip quivered. She looked like she might burst into tears at any moment. 

	“I’m going to need more explanation,” he said slowly. Why was it so hard to breathe?

	“Abigail Madden came to me earlier to join our clergy,” Cherry explained. “She said she wanted to become a cleric of Oana and dedicate herself to our goddess and her church.”

	Trorm remembered Abigail talking about Oana before, back when she’d been helping with the LGBTQ rally. She and Lilian had ended up in a full-blown screaming match about it. He hadn’t realized that Abigail’s devotion to the goddess ran deeply enough for her to become a spell-caster who powered her spells through faith in the divine. 

	“Abigail…?” Trorm asked, hoping she might shed some light.

	Abigail glanced over to Cherry. 

	The cleric nodded. “It’s time. If you want this, then you must open up to him in more ways than just this.” She ran her finger up Abigail’s inner thigh, withdrawing just before she reached the juncture of her legs. 

	Abigail whimpered, then looked back to Trorm. 

	Lips quivering, she struggled to speak. “T-Trorm…I-I’m so sorry. So, so sorry.” Her shoulders shook and tears spilled down her cheeks. “I-I-I—”

	She was cut off as Trorm closed the distance between them. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her tight to his chest. Abigail wrapped her arms around him and sobbed into his jacket. 

	“You’re forgiven,” Trorm said. “Hush, this is not necessary. It’s okay.”

	“Trorm,” Abigail said, pulling back but not releasing her hold on him. Their faces were only inches away. “You don’t know everything that I’ve done. And…and I do want this. I’m so tired of being afraid. Please…let me explain.”

	Trorm nodded and brushed a fallen tear from her cheek with one thick finger. “If that’s what you need.”

	She nodded without breaking eye contact. “It is. Oh, Oana, it is.” 
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	“I’m so tired of being afraid, Trorm,” Abigail said, almost inaudibly. 

	“What are you afraid of?” he asked. She was one of the bravest people he knew. That didn’t mean that she didn’t have fears. Only, he’d never seen her hesitate in the face of fear. 

	“I still have nightmares about killing Arlen,” she said, looking down into his chest.

	Trorm shrugged. “No one holds that against you.”

	She shook her head. “The nightmares, they’re not of me killing him.”

	Trorm blinked. That he hadn’t expected. 

	“They’re of what would have happened if I hadn’t killed him,” Abigial said. “I’d barely ever shot a gun before. What if I’d missed that night and hit Winnie? What if I missed entirely and he’d cut her throat? What if I’d hit you by mistake because my aim was so off?” She let out a long, shuddering breath. “Trorm, I’ve been all but useless since you arrived. I’m always needing someone to save me or having to keep out of the way. I’m so sick of it.”

	“You have been strong,” Trorm said. “You’ve faced enemies much more powerful than us without flinching.”

	“And haven’t made much of a difference for it,” Abigial said. “Don’t argue with me, Trorm. I’ve barely been an asset. I need to be more. I need the kind of power Mom used to wield. I don’t have the means to study arcane magic. The best I can do right now is be a magewright.” She shook her head, making her blue braids shake about her in a waterfall. “I need to be more than a tinkerer. I need…I need power. I need to be able to protect those I love. And I can’t keep being afraid.”

	Again, she mentioned being afraid. What was it that she was so afraid of.

	Cherry reached over and stroked Abigail’s braids, pushing a few of them back over her shoulder. “Our clergy is happy to have you in our ranks. And…” she trailed off, a grin spreading over her face. “We’ll be more than happy to send our newest acolyte to study at Saint Scrolwerd’s School of Arcane Ascension to become a fully-fledged wizard.”

	Abigail’s eyes widened behind her spectacles. “A wizard? Me? But…so I won’t be becoming a cleric?”

	Cherry’s grin softened, becoming pleased. She looked like a cat that had not only eaten the canary but was now washing it down with a large helping of cream. “You will be learning here as well, learning both arcane and divine magics. It is not an easy path before, but in the long run it will be a rewarding one, and you will wield power.”

	Abigail returned her gaze to Trorm, her entire face aglow. “Do you hear that, Trorm?” Her arms and shoulders shook with barely contained joy. “A scholarship. I’ll be both a wizard and a cleric.” 

	“You’ll find faith-based magic to be very different from what they’ll teach you at Saint Scrolwerds,” Cherry said seriously. “It’s not based on formula, but on belief and acting on that belief.” She looked pointedly from Abigail to Trorm. “In some ways it requires much more of us….”

	Trorm sensed that she was trying to tell Abigail something. Abigail blushed and shifted around. Trorm was suddenly reminded that she was completely naked from the waist down, even if he couldn’t see anything from their current position. 

	Abigail swallowed, then returned her gaze to Trorm’s, cheeks burning but matched by a fiery determination in her eyes. “Trorm, I’m in love with you. I know that you know this. I…I think I know why you’ve never made to act on it.”

	“I’m living in your mother’s house,” Trorm said. “It…would have made things complicated.” It would have jeopardized everything he’d worked for. A single phone call from Trisha and he’d be back to the Glorious Horde. “And I quickly found myself in a relationship.”

	“Relationships,” Abigail corrected. “You have no idea how insanely jealous I was when I found out you’d proposed to Winnie, Nymal, and Israxa. You’d barely been on a date with Israxa.”

	Trorm didn’t say anything. He had jumped into things quickly with his newest lover, though he couldn’t say he regretted it. He’d known what he wanted and had gone after it as an orc should. 

	“Trorm…I am so sorry,” Abigail said. “For the jealousy. And for…for the videos. I didn’t even think about what it would mean for you if they got out. I just…” she swallowed. “Trorm, everything my father said before, back at the house, was true. Those videos of you and Winnie…they’re not the only ones. I’ve been…I’ve been spying on you.” She looked away, a mirthless chuckle on her lips. “Stalking you, really.”

	“Those sunglasses,” she continued. “They send me everything you see. And I’ve put cameras elsewhere. I probably know your schedule better than you do.”

	Trorm took a deep breath. He suspected that a human would probably feel somewhat violated. He wasn’t sure how he felt about Abigail’s confession. Perhaps living with the Orc Watch app constantly updating anyone who was interested in his movements had jaded him because he wasn’t entirely sure what the big deal was. He had nothing he wanted to hide from her. That said, he couldn’t think that this obsession was especially healthy.

	Her fingers tightened their grip on his jacket. “I…I’ve wanted you since that first day in my bedroom when you listened to me talk about my project. And I’ve been terrified of wanting you. I thought that I could experience everything vicariously through the sunglasses, so I reworked their enchantment to tell you how interested girls are in you.” She let out another sad laugh. “A part of me even hoped you’d see my own interest in you and just take me.”

	Her thighs tightened around his hips. 

	“You know why I never did,” Trorm said. 

	“Of course, I know,” she replied. “You never did anything wrong. It only made me love you even more. Goddess, I can’t believe I’m telling you all this and don’t have any pants on. This is so not how I envisioned this conversation happening.”

	They both shared a chuckle. 

	“Keep going,” Cherry whispered. “You’re doing wonderful.”

	Abigail swallowed. “I…I want sex, Trorm. I want love. But I’ve been afraid of it for years. Ever since…since my father…” she buried her face in his chest and her fingers dug into his skin even through the jacket. “He’s…I’ve experimented since him. But I’ve never been able to go all the way. Never been able to have a real relationship.”

	She pulled back again, tears once more streaming from her eyes. “I’m broken, Trorm. And I’m scared. I want to be touched and wanted and to make love but every time…I’ve never been able to. I never found someone worth being brave enough for and I know that I’m not good enough for you—I’ve done too much, put your entire future at risk—but I still want you.”

	Trorm kissed her. He didn’t hesitate. Didn’t think. He leaned down and captured her mouth with hers. Their lips came together, their tongues glided over one another, and they each shared their passion. With an effort, Trorm resisted the urge to completely give in as he thought about his non-orc fiancés. For a moment he thought to pull away, to break the kiss and break Abigail’s heart to protect his lovers’ honor. Then he remembered who it was he was in love with and why he loved them. This might not have been discussed between him and them ahead of time, but he knew that none of them would see this as a betrayal unless he hurt Abigail. 

	He gave in then, kissing her fiercely with all that he had until she had to break away in order to breath. 

	She gasped, breasts heaving as she gazed up at him with unabashed adoration. “Trorm,” she said, his name almost a moan on her lips. 

	“Take her, Trorm,” Cherry said, stepping away to open the side door in her office that led to a room with a massive bed that Trorm had found himself waking up in more times than he cared to remember. “Take her and anoint our newest acolyte.”

	Trorm looked deep into Abigail’s eyes. “Is this what you want?”

	She nodded. “Yes. Oh goddess, yes.”

	He scooped her up and carried her bridal style through the doorway to the bedroom he knew Cherry kept specifically for instances like this, and over to the massive bed, where he gently laid Abigail down. 

	She gazed up at him with love in her eyes, full lips slightly parted in anticipation. 

	Hands found Trorm’s shoulders from behind and divested him of his jacket. The touch was so surprising that he stiffened. He’d been so wrapped up in Abigail that he’d forgotten that Cherry was in the room with them. If Abigail had any objection to Cherry’s presence, she didn’t show it, climbing up on her knees and crawling over to Trorm to help remove his shirt and run her hands over the expanse of his muscular chest. She gazed at his bare torso in open admiration, as if hardly able to believe she was touching him. 

	Cherry stepped away. “Ours is the deity of erotic pleasure,” she said. “Every lustful act is hers. Today we dedicate this pleasure, this surrender, and this surrender to pleasure to our blessed goddess, Oana.”

	Abigail nodded, suddenly rushing, her fingers fumbling to undo Trorm’s belt. “Yes. Yes, to Oana.”

	Trorm groaned as his belt was undone and then his pants. Quickly he was divested of his clothing to stand naked beside the bed before Abigail, his erection rampant before him, her eyes huge behind her glasses as she took all of him in. 

	“It’s nothing like the videos,” she whispered to herself. “This is so much better.” 

	She reached out hesitantly with her hand and touched his erection, withdrawing almost immediately. “It’s so hot,” she said, still in that whispering tone. Her hand returned and she wrapped her fingers around him. “Hot and hard.”

	“This is a sacred ritual you are participating in, Trorm Coldstorm,” Cherry said. Her voice seemed very far away to Trorm. “Usually we anoint our new clergy with an orgy, offering them up to all of our members.”

	Trorm growled low in his throat. Abigail was his. He turned to glare at Cherry, but she only laughed. 

	“Our goddess thought you might feel that way,” she said, tone turning serious. “She knows of this one’s devotion to you. It’s why she’s so readily accepted her into our ranks. Abigail Madden joins Oana’s chosen this day even as she binds herself to you, Trorm Coldstorm. Do you understand, Trorm, what is being asked of you? What is being given?”

	Trorm nodded. 

	Cherry’s grin returned. “Then anoint our newest acolyte, Trorm. Abigail, present yourself.”

	Abigail snapped to, pulling away from Trorm and crawling backward on her knees. Swallowing, eyes brimming with desire and nervousness, she reached down and grabbed the hem of her shirt. In a long, single movement, she pulled it up over her head and tossed it free, leaving her clad only in her glasses and bra. She reached behind her back and unfastened her bra, pulled it free, and then tossed it aside as well so that she was completely naked before him. 

	Hers were the heaviest breasts Trorm had ever seen and her nipples the darkest, standing erect on her luscious mounds like chocolate pearls begging for his attention. Abigail glanced away, then determinedly looked back at Trorm. He reached out and caressed her cheek, then trailed his hand down her throat, over her chest, and down to her large breast, hefting it in his palm. 

	She gasped, eyes going half-closed. 

	“Lovely,” Trorm said.

	“They’re yours, Trorm,” Abigail said, voice breathless and reverent. “My body is yours. I’m yours. All of me. Whatever you want, however you want. I’m yours and I won’t be afraid anymore.”
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	Cherry Tempest’s chanting drew Trorm’s and Abigail’s attention away from each other. The cleric and lawyer had the faint glow of divine magic radiating from her, soft and warm. She shrugged out of her suit jacket, dropped her skirt, and unbuttoned her blouse, letting it fall to the floor so that she stood before them clad only in high heels, lingerie, and the light of Oana’s magic. 

	It was a lovely sight and Cherry was an attractive woman, but Trorm wanted this to be between him and Abigail. Fortunately, Cherry seemed to recognize that. “In the name of Oana, lady of unbridled ecstasy, I free you both of fear, of hesitation, of restraint. Trorm Coldstorm, you will give all of yourself in place of our clergy to anoint our newest acolyte. 

	“Abigail Madden, you will give all of yourself, your mouth, your womb, and your rectum as a sacrifice to our goddess. “You’re going to give yourself over to him completely,” Cherry said. “Without any reservation. Our strength comes from our vulnerability. Open yourself to him.”

	“Yes,” Abigail moaned. 

	“Now,” Cherry continued. “Share of each other and glory in our lady’s divine gift.”

	Cherry opened her hands and her spell or prayer or whatever it was washed over them. Trorm recognized that it was something that would affect his mind and more. He had a chance to resist it, to fight back against it with his will. He did not. The divine spell was not a force to be resisted, it was a warm presence washing over him, a gift. More, it was important to Abigail’s acceptance into the fold of Oana’s followers. 

	It settled upon and then into him and Trorm forgot all about it. His world became nothing but himself and Abigail. They came together in a kiss that was all eagerness and no hesitation. Their tongues met and dueled in their mouths. Hands explored each other’s bodies even as they pressed so tightly together there was no space left between them. Abigail’s breasts pressed into Trorm’s chest and her hands ran over his shoulders and biceps and the portions of his torso she could reach. His own hands slid over her back and waist and down, cupping her ass to lift her up.

	Her legs wrapped around his torso and her hips thrust with abandon, grinding her hot, wet sex against his body. Their kiss broke and Trorm hefted her higher so that he could capture one of her nipples in his mouth, mauling her breast. Abigail threw her head back in a cascade of blue braids, gasping and thrusting her breasts more fully forward, presenting them to him. 

	“Yes,” she cried out. “Oh yes. Trorm, I love you. I’ve wanted this for so long. Oh yes!”

	She forced her head forward to look down at him, hands going to his head as much to keep him at her breasts as to help balance herself. “I’ve been so afraid of being touched. So afraid you wouldn’t want me.”

	Despite her grip on him, Trorm pulled his head back, releasing her breast to bounce before him as he looked up into her eyes. “I love you. I’ve desired you since we met. I’ve been afraid of being unfair to you and of the consequences should pursuing you fail.”

	Abigail stroked his face, openly reveling in her freedom to touch him. “No need to pursue me. I’m already yours.”

	She wriggled free of his grip and slid down his body, dragging herself against him as her feet found the floor before going to her knees. His erection stood rampant before her and she grabbed it in both tiny hands, stroking it with reverent fervor. 

	“It’s hot,” she said. “I knew you were huge, but I didn’t think it would feel so hot.”

	Trorm groaned. The sight of her there before him made his member stiffen and jerk in her grip. 

	“I’ve wanted this and been afraid of wanting it for so long,” she said, voice half a whisper. “I’ve been terrified…what if it turned out like before…but this is nothing like before. Oh, Oana, this is so much better. So different.”

	She leaned forward and captured the head of his member in her mouth, barely able to fit it in. Abigail struggled for a moment to get more of it passed her lips, but her lack of experience and his sheer size proved too much. She withdrew, leaving the helmet glistening, and attacked his length with her tongue, stroking him with both hands.

	After several moments of this she pulled back and brought her mouth back to the tip. Reaching up, she brought Trorm’s heavy hand back behind her head. “Make it go in.”

	Some part of Trorm realized that under normal circumstances he would have hesitated. Under the influence of Oana’s magic, however, he did not. He simply gave the goddess’s newest acolyte exactly what she wanted and shoved her head forward. 

	She gagged but didn’t choke, opening her mouth wider and wider as he forced several inches into her mouth and then her throat. Her watering eyes met his and there was a proud grin in them before she tapped his thigh gently and he released the pressure. She pulled back, saliva connecting her mouth to his shaft in glistening strands as she gasped for air, then laughed. “Winnie makes it look so damn easy.”

	She lunged forward again, trying to take still more of him. 

	“No!” 

	Trisha’s knees gave out. She fell to the carpeted floor of the guestroom that had been given to her at Israxa’s house. 

	Her core was so hot. So tight and empty. So full of need it was completely overwhelming her. Her eyes gazed into the distance, seeing something that wasn’t there before her. “Oh, gods, Trorm, please no. Oh!”

	Her nipples were so hard they were threatening to poke holes through her bra. Without conscious thought her hand slid into her shorts and beneath her panties to stroke her molten sex. No, stroke was too delicate a word. She attacked it, rubbing at her clit like a woman possessed. 

	Tears spilled from her eyes. She wanted it and she didn’t. She was close…so close…

	Trorm exploded into Abigail’s mouth at the same time as Trisha did in his vision, roaring in time with her wail. That same part of him from before recognized that he should hesitate and think things through, be mindful of the consequences. That part was distant and muted and the warnings, though acknowledged, failed to be properly processed, blocked by the spell that held him and Abigail. 

	That same spell filled her with fresh, warm magic as she swallowed down his seed and rushed into his member, keeping him almost painfully erect. 

	With a mixture of his seed and her saliva trickling from her lips where she couldn’t swallow it down fast enough, Abigail pulled free of Trorm’s penis, heaving with the effort to breath, her face aglow with a mixture of purest joy and need. “Take me, Trorm. I need you inside of me!” 

	There was a bed not two strides away. Trorm couldn’t wait that long to take her. 

	He effortlessly hefted her up into the air and began lowering her to his erection. Abigail squealed with delight and reached down between her legs to grab him and guide him to her entrance. 

	“Please no!” Trisha pleaded. Tears continued to stream down her face. 

	The orgasm she’d just experienced had been among the best in her life and it had done absolutely nothing to quench the need burning within her. Her hand continued to rub vigorously at her sex while her other tugged at her shirt, yanking her bra up so she could clutch at her breast. 

	“She’s my daughter, Trorm!” she cried out. “She’s my daughter!”

	Abigail took a deep breath, parting her folds with the head of Trorm’s member. She looked from where he was poised to claim her up into his eyes. “I wish you were my first.”

	Trorm snarled, a mixture of emotions roiling through him that the magic they were under refused to allow him to process. All he could do was say, “I am your first.” He thrust forward and pulled her down at the same time, sinking into her.

	“Yes!” he roared. 

	“Yes!” Abigail screamed. 

	“Yes!” Trisha shrieked, plunging her fingers inside of her channel. It felt too good. Too right. Her back arched, her hips thrust up into the air, trying to reach something that wasn’t there.  

	It was like her passage was made for him. She was tight and wet and hot and he had to keep thrusting to get more of himself inside of her. Abigail wrapped her legs around him and bucked in time with his thrusts, eagerly shoving as much of him inside of her as her body could take. “You’re inside me, Trorm! Oh, Oana, you’re inside me!” 

	Their position wasn’t working. He took two strides and, without withdrawing from her, lowered her back onto the bed. Trorm grabbed her ankles and spread her legs wide, then slammed into her with complete abandon. He claimed every inch of her passage all the way to her womb, thrusting into her so hard her whole body shook, until his hips slammed into her thighs.

	Abigail grabbed hold of her bouncing breasts and pinched her nipples. “Don’t stop!” 

	“Don’t stop!” Trisha cried out, voice breaking.

	“I thought I heard something!” A distant, familiar voice called out.

	The door to the bedroom swung open, revealing Nymal and Israxa dressed in casual clothing. Trisha looked upon them and was overwhelmed by a chaotic tempest of emotions. Dominant among those were lust and love and need. They hadn’t started as her own, but they were quickly growing to be. 

	“Whoah!” Nymal said, throwing her hands up over her face. 

	Israxa simply stared, mouth slightly open. 

	Trisha couldn’t bring herself to be embarrassed. She rocked upward and lunged forward.

	The elf nimbly ducked aside but she caught the surprised naga in an embrace, bringing

	their lips crashing together in a kiss and dragging Israxa to the floor. 

	Trorm adjusted his grip so that he was holding Abigail by the hips, lifting her up off the bed and pulling her onto him with every thrust. Each time he buried himself to the hilt. Over and over and over, stretching her beyond capacity. 

	“Yes! Yes! Yes!” she cried out in time with his thrusts, then went silent as her mouth opened in a soundless scream. Her whole body seized up in orgasm. Trorm didn’t let up, continuing to plough her straight through it and rolling it over into another one. And then another. The third one finally earned a scream with sound.

	Her whole body clenched down on him each time she came, driving him closer and closer to the edge until finally he crossed the precipice. With a triumphant roar he came inside of her, flooding her womb with his seed. 

	“Oh, fuck yes!” Trisha cried out, breaking her kiss with Israxa. 

	“Ms. Madden,” Israxa asked, gasping. “Are you okay?”

	Trisha grabbed the naga’s lovely head and forced her down between her legs. “Shut up and lick me! Oh, gods I need it! Give it to me!” 

	She cried out in ecstasy as Israxa obeyed, shaking her head this way and that. “Fucking give it to her Trorm!”  

	Panting, Abigail pulled away from Trorm. He slid free of her with a wet plop. His seed spilled from her passage down her thighs and ass to the bedspread. 

	The spell washed through Trorm once again, keeping him erect. 

	Abigail grinned up at him with an expression that was half mischief and half utter satisfaction. “The anointing isn’t done yet,” she said, twisting about and getting onto her hands and knees, presenting Trorm with her lush ass. 

	“I’d never really thought about anal before,” she admitted. “But I’m glad…this is something I really haven’t ever done before. And I can only imagine what it means to you to take a woman like that in this position.”

	She smiled at him over her shoulder, brushing aside a curtain of blue braids. 

	Trorm’s lust peaked. It was as if a raging inferno had been set ablaze within his heart and pumped throughout every vein in his body. And somehow, even through the haze of the spell and the burning desire coursing through him, he managed not to simply leap atop her and ravish her. 

	“Abigail…” he growled. “Do you—”

	“Yes!” she cried out, grinning at him. “Yes, I do know. Make me your orc-wife Trorm. Take me. I submit to you completely.”

	“Oh fuck!” Trisha cried out. “Oh, fucking take her ass!” 

	Trorm did. He was distantly aware of magic sheathing his member in lubricant—either courtesy of Cherry Tempest or the spell she’d already cast he didn’t have the presence of mind to tell. 

	He grabbed Abigail’s hips and sank home. She screamed. He roared. 

	Trorm was utterly incapable of holding back. He slammed forward into her with brutal force. Abigail cried out each time, her arms giving out so that her face was buried in the bedsheets. She clutched them tight, knuckles turning pale.       

	“Don’t stop, Trorm!” she cried out through clenched teeth. “Take me. Take me! I’m yours!” 

	He took her and completely lost himself in the taking. The visions vanished with any semblance of rational thought. Trorm was nothing more than raw need. 

	At some point the bed broke and they crashed to the floor. 

	He didn’t stop. He was dimly aware of Abigail coming over and over. 

	Finally, his own orgasm overtook him and with a bellow, he shot his seed deep inside of her. 

	The spell lifted and Trorm fell over beside Abigail, completely exhausted. The both of them were drenched in sweat. 

	“Did I hurt you?” Trorm asked. He knew the answer and shame threatened to swallow him whole. Had he ever lost control of himself so completely before? 

	Abigail winced and smiled at him. “Yes. But it was a good hurt, Trorm. Besides…” she lifted a hand and it glowed with divine light. She gestured at her lush backside and let out a sigh of relief. Her smile turned into a mischievous grin. “I’m a cleric now. And apparently Oana is generous with healing that pertains to sexual recovery.”

	Trorm chuckled and matched her grin with his own. 

	Then the memory of the visions of Trisha struck him like a freight train. He sighed. “We need to get to Israxa’s house.”

	

Chapter Sixteen
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	The gates to Israxa’s house swung open as the draco-truck pulled up, welcoming Trorm and Abigail to the manor. Trorm hoped the rest of their welcome would be so receptive. He wasn’t sure what Trisha was feeling at the moment aside from conflicted. It seemed that thousands upon thousands of emotions were warring for dominance within her and they didn’t just flow through their bond so much as shoot through it to stab at him. Conflicted, confused, and most definitely angry. 

	He parked and walked around to open the door for Abigail. She waited for him to get it for her with a small smile and then accepted his hand to help her to the ground. She’d traded out her oversized t-shirt and yoga pants for attire provided by her new order. Short shorts, a midriff-baring pseudo-corset, and an ankle length knitted coat with a hood that she wore open and which had a vaguely robe-like appearance. A chain necklace hung around her neck from which dangled the serpent and orchid of Oana. Abigail positively glowed.

	She placed a hand on his forearm as he closed the door. “I have something for you.”

	Reaching into her coat pocket, she produced Trorm’s sunglasses. “You haven’t been wearing them lately. I can’t really blame you for that, but…please wear them? I promise, I’ll turn off the recording features. I know they help you.”

	Trorm accepted the sunglasses but held off putting them on to look into Abigail’s eyes. “Leave the recordings.”

	She blinked. “Huh?”

	“The recording features,” Trorm clarified. “Leave them in place.”

	Abigail stared at him. “Why?”

	“First, because I trust you. Second, because you never know when that could come in handy. I have already found myself in plenty of situations where it would have been my word against someone else’s had things gone poorly.” He didn’t need to add that his being an orc in Aflana meant that the weight of his word simply wouldn’t be equal to any human citizen’s in the eyes of most. “And third, because you’re a voyeur and enjoy it.”

	Abigail blushed and bit her lower lip but didn’t look away. One hand went to the holy symbol around her neck. “I am, aren’t I? It feels…weird and good to own that. Thank you.”

	She went up on her toes and he leaned down to meet her in a kiss. It was brief but sparked with heat that promised to overtake them if they allowed it. A side effect of Abigail’s indoctrination, no doubt. When they came apart, he slid on the sunglasses. 

	 

	Abigail Madden

	Gender: Female

	Emotion: PROUD, HAPPY, SATISFIED

	Interest Level: 10

	 

	Trorm grinned. It felt good to have this tool back at his disposal. 

	He offered his arm to Abigail and together they made their way up to the door, which swung open at their approach to reveal Winnie. 

	She’d cleaned up and traded her grimy dungeoneering gear for an oversized t-shirt Trorm suspected belonged to Israxa, which begged the question: what was she wearing underneath it? Naga couldn’t wear shorts or underwear. 

	 

	Winnie Zamora

	Gender: Female

	Emotion: SURPISED, HAPPY

	Interest Level: 10

	 

	“You two finally did it!” she said, bouncing into them. She threw her arms around Abigail and planted a kiss on her mouth. It seemed like it was meant to be a quick peck but it quickly turned into something far more passionate that left the bunny girl staggering back with a slightly drunken look on her face. “Whoa.”

	Abigail giggled. 

	Winnie shook her head to clear it and then leapt into Trorm’s arms and met him with an equally fierce kiss, if more expected. Trorm savored the feel of her in his arms and only put her down with an effort of will. 

	“I’m so happy for you both. For all of us actually.” Winnie’s eyes fell on the symbol of Oana. “Oh, does that mean, like, what I think it means?”

	“I’m officially a cleric of Oana,” Abigail said proudly. 

	Winnie beamed. “That’s awesome!” Her expression dimmed and her ears drooped. “Does what you two have been up to maybe kind of sort of have anything to do with what happened to Trisha?”

	Abigail looked confused. “What happened to Mom?”

	Winnie shuffled in place, looking decidedly uncomfortable as she failed to meet either of their gazes. “So, you know how Trisha’s like, Trorm’s familiar.”

	Abigail nodded. “Yeah.” She glanced up at Trorm. “I might have a few recordings of your arguments with her about you not having sex because of your empathic connection—oh! Oh shit.”

	 “Yeah…” Winnie said, glancing up at Trorm. “It’s a little tense in there right now.”

	Trorm sighed and pulled both of his women to him. Winnie snuggled into him right away. Abigail started to, then froze up. 

	Trorm gave her a gentle squeeze. “No more fear. You are with me now.”

	Abigail bit her lip and nodded. “Yeah.” Then with more intensity. “Yeah.” She snuggled into his side and together the three of them strode into the Rana Manor. 

	A goblin servant greeted them. His stats informed Trorm that whatever was going on with the women was making the staff uneasy and he noted that the goblin’s gender was listed as NA. So that hadn’t been a one-time thing. Was there something about goblin gender that he didn’t understand or was it simply something about the goblins the naga hired to work for them? It wasn’t important just then, so once more he put it from his mind and dismissed the servant as they drew near to Israxa’s wing. 

	Inside the bar and billiards room they found Nymal and Israxa on the sofas. Israxa had her head laid in the elf’s lap and was quite literally draped over the sofa, her tail dangling off the end, tip swinging just above the floor. She had a very confused look on her face and Nymal was stroking her dark locks, whispering sweet sounding words.

	 

	Nymal Torquinal

	Gender: Female

	Emotions: CONCERNED, RELIEVED, 

	Interest Level: 10

	 

	Israxa Rana

	Gender: Female

	Emotions: SHAME, REMORSE, FEAR

	Interest Level: 10

	 

	Both looked up as Trorm and the others walked in. Nymal’s face lit up. 

	Israxa’s did not. Her eyes widened and she turned to bury her face in Nymal’s lap. 

	“Trorm,” Nymal said. “Will you please come tell our lover that she didn’t do anything wrong?”

	It clicked into place. Trisha had grabbed Israxa while she’d been in the throes of passion. There was no way that Trisha was strong enough to hold a naga in place who didn’t want to be held. Israxa had allowed herself to be dominated by the smaller human. Trorm could only speculate as to why this bothered her since it made little difference to him, but it could have either been the fact that she’d submitted to a female who wasn’t a part of their lover’s circle, or that she’d had a sexual encounter that didn’t involve him without some sort of blessing. Or perhaps a combination of the two.

	“I did,” Israxa said, her words barely audible. She looked up from Nymal’s lap to reveal tears dampening her cheeks. “Trorm, I did. With Trisha…I….” she trailed off. 

	Trorm released his hold on Winnie and Abigail, who followed him to the sofa as he closed the distance and took a knee beside his fiancés. He cupped Israxa’s face in his hand and laid a gentle kiss upon her lips. “I know. It’s okay. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

	Tension melted from her shoulders like ice beneath a blowtorch and she threw her arms around him. “Oh, Trorm.” 

	“But you did, Trorm,” Lilian snarled, stepping out of the hallways that led down to the bedrooms. “What the hell did you do to my mother?”

	 

	Lilian Madden

	Gender: Female

	Emotions: FURIOUS, EMBARASSED

	Interest Level: 7

	 

	Her eyes slid past Trorm to take in Abigail’s attire. She must not have noticed the sexier attire at first glance because of the knit jacket. “What the frozen hells are you wearing.” Her eyes locked on to the necklace hanging from Abigail’s neck. “No.”

	“Yes,” Abigail said, drawing herself up and meeting her sister’s glare. “I’m a cleric of Oana now.”

	“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Lilian shrieked. 

	Trorm wasn’t sure that he’d ever heard the paladin sound so upset before. 

	The sisters closed like they intended to collide, stopping only inches from each other. 

	“I am so fucking sick of being afraid all the time,” Abigail said. 

	“Do you have any idea what joining them means?” Lilian demanded. “Abigail, they anoint their acolytes with a gods damned gangbang! It’s not too late to back out. We can keep that from happening.” 

	Abigail crossed her arms “I’ve already been anointed. Trorm stood in for the clergy. I am now a full cleric of Oana.” 

	Winnie giggled. “Our honey is a one-man gangbang.”

	Lilian whirled on her, pointing with a finger as if she intended to skewer her with it. “Stay out of this, slut-bunny!” 

	Things dissolved into chaos. Nymal and Winnie leapt to their feet and began shouting. Lilian shouted back. Abigail joined in. The only ones who weren’t shouting were Israxa and Trorm. The naga looked at what was unfolding with a shell-shocked expression then looked over to Trorm. 

	He met her eyes and shrugged. Getting in between a bunch of shouting women who looked a hair’s breadth away from becoming violent did not strike him as a good idea. Nor did drawing their attention. Trorm Coldstorm was no coward. He wasn’t an idiot either. 

	With his attention on the argument unfurling before him he failed to notice Trisha’s approach until she was almost halfway to him. She must have come out from the guest rooms when she heard the shouting and she stalked toward Trorm with the same fury her daughters had come at each other with. 

	Instead of stopping when she reached him though, Trisha hauled off and slapped him across the face as hard as she could. The sound of flesh striking flesh was so loud that the argument abruptly died as every eye in the room turned to Trorm and Trisha. 

	Trorm had actually felt it. From the way she was waving her rapidly reddening hand, so had Trisha. 

	“Mom, what the hell?” Abigail said. 

	Trisha cut off further protest from her with a pointing finger highly reminiscent of the one Lilian had just raised moments ago. “Young lady, don’t even right now.”

	Trisha refused to look at anyone else in the room, keeping her furious gaze affixed squarely upon Trorm. Her shoulders shook and her eyes watered with unshed tears of rage and shame.

	 

	Trisha Madden

	Gender: Female

	Emotion: FURY, SHAME, CONFLICTED

	Interest Level: 7

 

	“My daughter,” she said, voice shaking. “My daughter, Trorm.”

	Trorm squared his shoulders and met her eyes. “Yes. I promise to take care of her.”

	She closed her eyes and let her head fall back. “I know you will. And you know that’s not the problem right now.”

	“Forgive me,” Israxa said, breaking the silence. “Is this a human thing? I’m not certain I understand what is happening.”

	Every eye in the room turned to look at her and she flushed. “What?”

	Trisha’s cheeks flushed as she took in the naga. LUST. LOVE. SHAME. 

	For a moment Trorm thought the reading from his sunglasses was delayed. Then he realized that Trisha was feeling those things specifically with regards to Israxa. And not just her. He’d gotten better at reading human facial expressions during his time in Aflana, enough to recognize that Trisha was struggling not to look at his other lovers and especially not at Abigail. 

	He thought back to when he’d encountered her after his tryst with Nymal. She’d been checking out his elven lover then. Their empathic connection must be stronger than he’d realized or perhaps it was that this was simply more subtle. Trisha was experiencing some kind of emotional overlap, feeling what he was feeling toward his lovers, and those emotions were seeping in and becoming her own. 

	And he was in love with her daughter. Somehow, he didn’t think that Abigail’s status as an adopted child would make a difference. Trisha had raised and loved her unconditionally. And now their relationship was in jeopardy. 

	“I’ll explain later, sweetie,” Winnie said, stepping up to Israxa and pulling her into a hug.

	Voice still shaking, Trisha addressed the naga. “I am so sorry. I don’t know how I…please forgive me.”

	Lilian scowled. “Why on earth would you need to apologize for anything, Mom? You didn’t do anything wrong.”

	Trisha didn’t look at her other daughter, instead holding Israxa’s gaze. 

	The naga offered a shy smile. “I…enjoyed it. There’s nothing to forgive.” 

	“Fuck!” Trisha suddenly shouted, whirling back on Trorm and stabbing him in the chest with a finger. “Years, Trorm! I abstained from sex for years so that my daughters could grow up without me complicating their lives with my relationships.” She jabbed him with her finger again. “Years, Trorm!”       

	Lilian’s face turned bright red and she clapped her hands over her ears. “Lalalala I don’t need to hear this!” 

	Trorm gave Trisha a flat look, glancing down at her finger, then said dryly. “You think that might be part of the problem?”

	Abigail and Winnie laughed. 

	Trisha groaned. “I am so gods damned mad at you it fucking hurts.” LOVE. PAIN.

	A tentative knock sounded on the door. 

	Israxa rose up so that she was the tallest individual in the room and everyone fell silent so she could call out, “Enter.”

	A goblin servant hesitantly stepped through the doorway. “I am sorry to disturb you, mistress,” he said, keeping his eyes lowered. “But there’s a bloody elf at the door who says he has urgent news for you and Mr. Coldstorm.”

	Trorm and Israxa exchanged glances. 

	“Very well, show them in,” she said. 

	“I’m not certain he can make it, mistress,” the goblin said, sounding apologetic. “It might be best for you to go to him.”

	“Very well,” Israxa said. “Trorm, if you would accompany me.” 

	They followed the goblin down the hall and to the entry way. 

	Onas Tranan was waiting for them. He was covered in blood and looked barely able to hold himself upright. He wore his Psy Omega jacket, though the enchanted garment bore several tears, burns, and stains. 

	Onas turned to Trorm when they walked in, something feral in his eyes. “Victor Madden has gone to your dungeon. We must hurry if we are to stop him.”

	

Chapter Seventeen

	[image: C:\Users\rinz\Pictures\banners\2154993_L.png]

	 

	Israxa healed Onas and they escorted him back to her wing of the house, him protesting all the while that there was no time. He froze when they stepped inside, clearly surprised by the size and diversity of the group within. 

	Abigail and Lilian glared at each other, breaking off what had clearly been another argument to direct their attention at the new arrival. Winnie glanced over at them as well but didn’t move. She and Nymal had somehow gotten Trisha on the sofa and were seated on either side of her, thigh to thigh. Trisha didn’t seem to know what to do with herself but was locked in conversation with Nymal. 

	Onas’s gaze found Nymal and he stared. His hand shook and his fingers twitched, as if wanting to curl into a fist. 

	“We have news about Victor’s activities,” Trorm said, voice booming through the room. Conversation and argument died. Trorm felt the collective weight of everyone’s attention. It was more than uncomfortable. 

	Not because he was standing before a not insignificant group. Public speaking was a fear he was working to overcome, but that wasn’t it. It was the fact that they all looked to him with the attention that one gives a someone in charge. He’d been taking charge for a while, he realized. Trisha was his host mother but also now his familiar. All of his fiances looked to him to lead, including now Abigail. The only one who wasn’t in a relationship that put him in the leadership role was Lilian. Her attention though seemed as much redirected fury as expectation. The sunglasses flashed with RAGE as he glanced at her.  

	Victor Madden was her father. He was her personal demon, the monster she felt called to slay. And a perfect outlet for the anger stirred up by Trorm and Abigail’s recent decisions and how that impacted her family. 

	Onas shook himself, glancing around the room, as if surprised to find that everyone had so readily listened when Trorm spoke. He glanced at Trorm, a note of respect in his eyes. 

	“I’d like for you to tell everyone here what you just told us,” Trorm said to Onas “And then I want to know how you know what you know and how you were wounded.”

	Onas gave a nod that was just a hair too graceful to be called jerky and began addressing the room. He looked around as he spoke, taking in everyone present, his gazing sliding over Nymal as he visibly tried to ignore her. 

	“Victor Madden knows about the dungeon that Trorm discovered,” he said. “He’s making his way through it now with a pair of Xosione’s acolytes and three elven spell-blades.” 

	It was the first confirmation Trorm had received about his theory. “Spell-blades who attacked Nymal’s home,” Trorm said, baring his tusks. 

	Onas winced. 

	Nymal made a small sound and Trisha pulled her into an embrace. 

	“Yes,” Onas admitted. “That wasn’t the original plan.” He fingered the ring Trorm had noted back at the Psy Omega party. “Victor Madden gave me this. It detects spoken falsehood. I called everything off after meeting you. Or rather, I tried.”

	Trorm grunted and crossed his arms. “Victor Madden came to you and your spell-blades about ambushing me.”

	“Avenging and rescuing Nymal,” Onas said. “I insisted upon meeting you first. My spell-blades were waiting to ambush you when you left the party once your guilt had been confirmed.”

	Trorm glared at him.  According to the sunglasses Onas felt a deep SHAME and GUILT. He also felt OBLIGATED. Trorm would not have guessed from his unapologetic expression as he explained how they’d planned his murder. 

	“I don’t think Victor understood that you weren’t the monster we thought,” Onas went on. “Or perhaps he didn’t think it would matter. Once I confirmed that you had only been Nymal’s friend, support, and later lover, I messaged my spell-blades to call off the attack.”

	“Then why did they attack Nymal?” Trorm asked.

	Onas scowled. DISGUST. “Because he’s a race-traitor. Because he willingly defies the will of his own patron deity, Fuxdus. Because he has denied our people more children.”

	Trorm growled and Onas flinched, stepping back before catching himself. When he realized what he’d done he seemed surprised. 

	“That is my fiancé you are talking about,” Trorm said. “Mind how you speak of her.”

	Onas gave a slow nod. “The attack was unplanned. When I called off the attack on you, Victor redirected my men and their anger at Nymal.” He took a deep breath. “You must understand, Trorm, the wound that Nymal’s decision not to reproduce has inflicted upon our people. The hurt and the rage it inspires. It’s not entirely rational.”

	Trorm nodded in agreement. It wasn’t rational. Elves did reproduce slower, but their population had grown in the last centuries and with both magical and scientific advancements the infertility of a single elf would not make a noticeable impact upon their population. This was an old anger, which made a weird sort of sense. 

	Elves themselves were old. Nymal was over a hundred, though she looked like the youngest person in the room. That their situation was no longer what it had been three hundred years ago had probably not yet registered with the race on an emotional or psychological level yet. Their old fears overpowered their ability to properly process their new reality. 

	“It shouldn’t have been done,” Onas said. “Nymal, he—she—had not had any proof of guilt.”

	That made Trorm bare his tusks. 

	“Proof of guilt is not for you to decide outside the courts,” Lilian said, stepping forward, fury radiating in her eyes. “This is the United Confederation Aflana. You and your spell-blades are obliged to respect and obey our laws.”

	Onas pursed his lips and gave Lilian a contemptuous once over. “And you are?”

	“She is Lilian Madden, paladin of Thodos, the Lord of Justice. She is his hand in this city and you will give show her all the respect she is due,” Trorm said. 

	Onas’s eyes widened and he turned to Trorm in shock. 

	So did Lilian’s. She didn’t seem to know how to process Trorm standing up for her honor while she was still furious with him. He could see that a part of her wanted to tear into him. He could also see that she had enough foresight and self-control to see how that would undermine them both in front of this spell-blade who’d been allied with their enemy. 

	“She’s a paladin of justice?” Onas asked, glancing at his ring, which hadn’t lit up with falsehood. “Truly? And you say her name is Madden?” He turned his attention back to Lilian, as if seeing her for the first time. “Oh, gods above. I can see him in your face now.”

	Lilian bared her teeth and looked as if she might be ready to attack the elf, accept that he took a step back and raised a hand to his face and began to weep. Trorm blinked. Onas confessed to trying to murder him, to working with an enemy that wanted them all dead, and to his allies attacking Nymals’ home, and he wept before them? What was wrong with this elf. REMORSE. 

	Onas took a knee. “I’ve wronged you. All of you. Far more deeply than I knew.”

	More deeply than he knew? How was that?

	Onas must have understood his confusion because he went on. “You are living with and working alongside a paladin of the Lord of Justice. She would not stand for you or any of what you’ve done if it weren’t as Thodos ordained it. And we...I have been allied against her. I have been indirectly placed into opposing her and by extension, Thodos.” 

	He turned, still on his knees, to address Nymal. “I…I am furious with you. I know I’ve no right to be. Please know though that I am not your enemy. That I deeply regret what you have suffered through because of me and my men and the danger that we have put you and yours in now.”

	Nymal’s mouth fell open. She shook her head. “I have no idea how to process any of this. I…okay. We aren’t enemies then?”

	Onas shook his head. “Your lover is allies with a paladin of Thodos. I am no cleric, but I can see the connection. Your union is blessed.”

	“That’s great and all,” Abigail said. “But what the frozen hells are we going to do about Dad?”

	Onas blinked, then shook his head. “I suppose I should stop being surprised at this point.” He looked at Trorm. “Victor Madden hates you. Deeply. If he gets his hands on the dungeon core your death is all but assured.”

	He rose to his feet. “Please allow me to lend you my aid in righting the wrong I have inflicted upon you and your people.”

	Trorm looked around the room, at his friends and lovers. Under no circumstances could Victor be allowed to get the dungeon core. And that meant putting all of them at risk, because if they didn’t risk themselves, death and worse would come for them. 

	“I’m going back to the dungeon,” Trorm said. “We’ve a way straight to the last level now. Victor probably does not. We still have a chance to beat him to the dungeon core. I need all the help I can get. This is no longer a chance to make money or gain useful tools. It’s about our survival.”

	“I’m in,” Lilian and Abigail said at the same time, then glared at one another.

	Nymal and Israxa exchanged looks, then nodded at Trorm. “I’m coming,” Nymal said. “I don’t know how much use I’ll be, but I’m coming.”

	Israxa followed up a second later. “Myself as well. I’ll equip everyone as best I’m able.”

	“Like, duh,” Winnie said. “Just try leaving me behind.”

	“I’m coming too,” Trisha said. It was her turn to be the center of attention as the weight of everyone’s focus fell upon her. She let go her hold on Nymal quickly, as if only just realizing what she’d been doing, and stood, chin lifted defiantly. So that was where Lilian got that from.

	“Mom,” Lilian said. “You’re not a cleric of Xosione anymore. You don’t have spells.”

	“I’m still a good shot,” Trisha said. “And I’ve got more experience dealing with this sort of thing than anyone else in this room.”

	Lilian opened her mouth and was cut off by Trisha. “Including you, Lilian. I was quite the terror in my day and just because I don’t have magic anymore doesn’t mean I’m incapable.”

	“Gear up,” Trorm said. “I’ll call Daniel and see if he can meet us at the dungeon. We don’t have time to go pick him up. We have absolutely no time to lose.”

	The room exploded in activity as everyone leapt to grab armor, weapons, potions and other equipment. Trorm watched in fascination. Just minutes ago their group had seemed on the point of imploding. The threat of imminent death and an outside threat truly were great unifiers. It was a useful, and terrifying, thing to consider. 

	“It appears I’ve underestimated you, Trorm Coldstorm,” Onas said, raising to his feet to stand beside Trorm. 

	Trorm grunted. “I get that a lot.”

	He paused, a puzzled scowl coming over his face. “You never explained how you were injured or came to be here.” Considering everything else that was at stake and needed explanation, that had fallen to a lower priority. 

	“The attack on Nymal should not have happened,” Onas said. “I did not understand the full extent of why. I did know that you were joining my brotherhood.” He ran a hand down his tattered Psy Omega jacket. “Even if Nymal had been in the wrong, attacking her would have been an attack on you, and you had proven yourself a staunch ally and exactly the sort of man Psy Omega seeks.”

	Trorm stared at the elf. 

	Onas had a falling out with a psychotic cleric and was in outright conflict with his own spell-blades because they’d attacked his frat brother’s girlfriend. 

	Trorm did the only thing he could think of. He brought his fist to his heart and said, “Psy Omega.”

	Onas grinned and did the same. “Psy Omega.”
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	Things moved fast. 

	They had to take one of Israxa’s cars to the entry down to the undercity where they met Daniel, who had called an Uber as soon as he’d gotten off the phone with Trorm. Sijat, unfortunately, was in no condition to delve the dungeon. The draco-truck was conspicuous enough on the side of the road but the group of nine heavily armed and oddly equipped people of varying races earned more than a few looks. Any hope of keeping low key was completely gone. 

	They made their way quickly to the lost temple of Thodos where Trorm addressed the group. He didn’t allow himself time to hesitate or be nervous. Large as this group was, they needed direction and while Lilian was in some ways a better choice for the position, and definitely more comfortable with it, he was the figure unifying their party and they had no time to waste. So, he stepped up. 

	“We’re more than double the size of a standard dungeoneering party,” he said at the entryway to the dungeon. “There’s a lot we could do with that if we were intending to explore and recover treasure. That’s not what we’re here for though. We have a very specific goal. If we fail, we die.” Or worse, considering Victor Madden’s sick mind. “That helps keep things simple. We’re doubling off and concentrating our efforts.

	“Winnie. Onas.” He nodded at the lagothrope cheerleader and elven spell-blade, who had produced a military grade rifle and a long, enchanted knife from his own vehicle. “You’re our scouts and combat support. Move fast, don’t let us be surprised, kill anything you can if you can do it quickly and don’t get drawn into a prolonged conflict.”

	“Daniel. Lilian.” He nodded at the knighted frat boy and paladin. “You’re our primary combatants. You see enemies, you run toward them and rely on the casters and scouts to support you. Keep our foes busy and protect the non-coms.”

	“Abigail. Israxa.” He nodded at the naga heiress and the magewright turned newly minted cleric. “You’re our healers. I know you may be capable of more, but right now that’s where we need your focus. Do not put yourselves at risk and stick together. Keeping each other at peak condition is your topmost priority. The rest of us can’t provide the same level of magical healing as you can, and we’ve got two wizards to address our other magical issues.” 

	“Nymal.” Trorm nodded at the tiniest member of their group. She had her wand at the ready and though it shook in her hand, her expression was determined. “You stay with me. We’ll be offering whatever magical support we can to the rest of the party.”

	“Trisha.” Trorm nodded at his host mother who was holding on of Israxa’s AK-47’s with more familiarity than he would have expected. “You’re our caster’s auxiliary support. You’ll be going back and forth between the wizards and the healers as needed. Anything that gets by our scouts and primary combatants, you kill it. Do not make yourself a target. Do not pursue our opponents. You keep the casters safe so we can focus on our jobs.”

	He looked around at the party. “Everyone here understand their roles?”

	Everyone nodded. 

	“Fuxdus he’s sexy when he takes control,” Winnie faux-whispered to Abigail. 

	“Oh, Oana, I know,” Abigail faux whispered back with a visible shiver. 

	Lilian let out a growl that would have done a lupine therianthrope proud while Daniel gave Trorm a nod of support. He and Onas had been giving the rest of the group appraising looks since they’d all come together. The two men hadn’t said much to each other, and there was a tension between them, but at the same time there was still a connection. And through that connection they seemed to be quietly communicating and processing a mixture of shock and admiration. Neither quite seemed to know what to do with this many beautiful, dangerous women all connected to Trorm. 

	“Let’s go,” Trorm called out. 

	Onas and Winnie took point, Winnie in the lead with her shotgun and Onas following behind her with a rifle.

	The rest of them followed quickly, wasting no time in returning to the elevator, which wasn’t large enough to accommodate them all. Trorm quickly split them into two parties, trying to mix the most and least experienced members so that there was an even ratio as one group waited down in the chamber that had belonged to the elder salamander. 

	The precaution turned out to be needless. Nothing tried to attack them, and the chamber was empty of foes and traps. 

	At the sight of the elder salamander’s corpse everyone who hadn’t been a part of the fight let out gasps or swore loudly. 

	Trisha grabbed hold of Lilian’s shoulder, then looked over to Trorm. 

	Onas and Nymal both said the same phrase in Elven, then exchanged startled glances before looking pointedly away from one another.

	Israxa also said something in the naga language but looked somewhat reassured when Winnie offered her a quick hug. 

	Abigail let out a low whistle. “Damn, Trorm, what is it with you and giant monsters?” Her tone was just a little too strained for anyone to buy into the humor. Trorm didn’t need his sunglasses to know that many of his party members had just taken a serious blow to their morale. This wasn’t even the final level of the dungeon. 

	“It’s bigger than that slimy horror Arlen summoned,” Abigail followed up in a quieter, more subdued tone. 

	“Trorm like, froze it from the inside out or something,” Winnie said with such good cheer that the entire group turned to stare at her. “It was totally awesome!”

	That earned a few laughs. 

	They navigated the chamber and the flowing rivers of enchanted lava to the staircase leading down to the next level with the maze Winnie had found. The good humor that had been restored died as soon as they stepped into it. 

	They were met by the broken remains of an iron golem. 

	Victor Madden’s group had already been through. 

	Trorm quietly swore under his breath. He’d hoped that with the elevator key card they might be able to get ahead of the mad cleric and his party. He took a deep breath. With luck this meant that their opponents would be weakened by the time they caught up. And it didn’t mean they had the dungeon core yet. 

	“Scouts, you’re up,” Trorm said. “Find the path of broken golems and undone traps. If we follow the route our enemies took, we’ll be in better condition when we catch up to them.”

	Winnie and Onas nodded, then hurried ahead to do just that. 

	They made good time. The walls had been marked, traps sprung, and the maze guardians slain. All of which created a metaphorically clear path for the party to follow unimpeded. The number of downed enemies and broken traps was disheartening. There was no indication that any of Victor Madden’s party had been downed or even seriously wounded. Then again, they had three clerics and their spell-blades would be expert combatants. 

	Trorm’s own group had some powerful and experienced individuals and his party was half again as large as Victor’s. He could only hope it would be enough. 

	In what had to be record time they came to a heavy pair of double doors with pedestals on either side littered with rubble of what had probably once been statue guardians. 

	“No matter what is on the other side of this door,” Trorm said. “We stick to our roles. Our goal is to kill Victor Madden. It’s also to get out alive. Stick with your partner and to your job. Are we ready?”

	There was a mass checking of weapons and equipment and a lot of nodding and verbal agreement. 

	“Winnie, Onas,” Trorm said. “The door?”

	They checked it over, found it unlocked, and pushed it open falling to the sides to let Daniel and Lilian enter first. 

	Inside was pandemonium. 

	The chamber floor rotated, glowing with two separate spirals of red and blue that flashed in a pattern Trorm was sure he’d figure out if he spent a few more moments looking at it. But the floor wasn’t what held his attention. 

	It was the people and monsters locked in combat. 

	The beetle beasts from the first floor were back, looking like stag-beetles crossed with gorillas, only bigger than before and covered in magical flaming armor. Dozens of them. They swarmed out of the walls and onto the spinning floor to attack the elven spell-blades and acolytes there. And the other familiar monsters, though Trorm hadn’t seen them in this dungeon. 

	The slimy monkey creatures Arlen had been fond of summoning and the tentacled birds he’d fought outside the lost temple of Thodos were also in attendance. Their attention was divided between attacking Victor Madden’s party and the burning beetle beasts, creating a three-way conflict that was occasionally interrupted by the red glowing spiral unleashing a wall of fire down its length. 

	At the center of the rotating chamber was a wide dais with what appeared to be even more traps and an alter with a dark crystal that burned with its own inner light. The dungeon core. The core, however, was a secondary concern to the people locked in combat beside it. 

	Victor Madden was aglow with purple energy was trading spells with the masked wizard who had defeated Trorm before. The wizard who was a part of the secret cabal Lilian had been pursuing and who had been in league with the criminals that had so badly hurt Trorm’s friends. The cabal that had driven Arlen Hunt mad in his effort to impress and surpass them. 

	Trorm bared his tusks. Rage and hatred coursed through him, making his limbs shake and the world burn with red. 

	“Target the men on the dais,” Trorm ordered. “Victor Madden and the cabalist. They’re the greatest threats in here.”

	And neither of them had been able to spare any attention for the newly arrived group. Trorm’s party had the advantage. They were organized, heavily armed, and nobody had been able to spare any attention from their life-and-death struggles. 

	“Hit them with everything you’ve got,” Trorm bellowed. “Don’t hold back!” 

	Shotguns and rifles, both magical and not, opened fire with a roar. 

	Victor Madden and the masked wizard dropped. For a moment, Trorm’s heart leapt. They’d won!

	They hadn’t. 

	Both casters were up an instant later, conjuring magical defenses between them and the oncoming gunfire. Their shouted orders were unintelligible but the intent unmistakable as their summoned beasts and party members began directing some of their attention at the group. 

	But there was only so much they could do. Trorm’s group was simply far enough out of the conflict and didn’t have to worry about whatever kind of trap was being set off by that glowing spiral floor. And the burning beetle beasts’ attention was on the closer opponents. 

	The tentacled avians, unhindered by traps or airborne opponents, tore away from their targets to swoop at Trorm’s group. 

	Nymal waved her wand and the flying horrors directed their attention off to the side of the party, chasing whatever phantoms the elven illusionist had conjured for them and making their flight path predictable. Which, when facing a group of marksmen, was fatal. The eldritch abominations died in fountains of slimy gore.

	Trorm bellowed and blasted the duelists on the dais with a chain lightning spell. The electricity arced across the room, striking against the masked cabalist’s defenses and ricocheting over to crash into the purple light of Victor Madden’s magic. It failed to penetrate either, but again bounced back upon the masked wizard. This time the cabalist was knocked from his feet. 

	Victor Madden let out a laugh and darted for the dungeon core. 

	Trorm swore and cast his shield spell, conjuring an invisible barrier around the dungeon core that Victor Madden’s hand slammed into. 

	The cleric whirled on Trorm. The mark of Xosione on his face shone with furious purple light that was matched by that coming from his eyes. 

	With a roar, he hurled purple lightning across the chamber at Trorm. 

	Trorm had become far more skilled at utilizing his shield spell but maintaining two castings of it simultaneously was a feat that was still beyond him. He had a split second to decide. He could drop his shield spell around the dungeon core and protect himself and his party from the oncoming spell, and in so doing risk losing the dungeon core to Victor Madden. Or…Trorm braced himself for the pain as he lunged forward to shield Nymal and their more vulnerable casters from the attack as best he could with his body. 

	Just as the oncoming purple light threatened to swallow Trorm’s vision he caught sight of the masked cabalist making a gesture. 

	Trorm fell through the magical hole in reality that suddenly appeared beneath his feet, tumbled through the air, and crashed onto the dais between the masked cabalist and Victor Madden.  

	Over the den of combat, he heard Nymal and Israxa scream as the bolt intended for him struck them both. 

	The cabalist had used the same damn portal trick from the last time and dropped Trorm right into the worst possible position he could be. His party quit firing at the dais, afraid of hitting him and concerned for their downed members. 

	Swearing, Trorm leapt to his feet and found Victor Madden laughing as he raised a shotgun level with Trorm’s chest and fired. 
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	Trorm was blasted backward and taken off his feet from the impact. 

	He hit the ground and felt the wind driven from his lungs. He gasped, struggling to breath, and realized three things. 

	First, he wasn’t dead. He wasn’t even bleeding. 

	His Psy Omega jacket had protected him. He could feel the magic in the garment flickering, warning him that saving his life had depleted just about all its magic and it would need time to recharge before it could be effective again. 

	Second, he’d somehow managed to keep hold of his staff. His shield spell around the dungeon core had dropped with him, but that freed him up for at least one good cast before Victor Madden or the masked cabalist could get hold of it. 

	Third, the portal he’d fallen through was still open. Through it he could see his party already regrouping. But the portal was closing fast. 

	Trorm thrust his staff up and cast his shield spell once again, reshaping it into a ring. He roared, suffocating and sweating, physically straining with the effort as his barrier slammed into place, forcing the portal to stay open. 

	Behind him, the masked cabalist let out a frustrated sound and redoubled their effort to close the portal. Usually closing it wouldn’t be an issue. The spell would simply slice through anything that was in its way. But it couldn’t cut through Trorm’s shield spell. 

	Victor Madden didn’t notice. He’d turned and was once again inches from getting his hands on the dungeon core. 

	Lilian leapt through the portal and crashed into him like a meteor, burning with golden divine light. Purple and golden energies clashed. 

	Victor managed to break clear long enough to raise his shotgun, only to be forced to duck and roll backward as Winnie leapt through the portal, laughing like a mad woman and firing her own shotgun at him. 

	Her gun clicked empty.

	The masked cabalist leapt to their feet and darted for the dungeon core. Winnie dropped her shotgun, drew her machete, and leapt into their path with all the speed and grace only a lagothrope cheerleader could possess. 

	The cabalist wasted no time in waving their wand to conjure a massive, semi-translucent fist before them. The fist flew at Winnie, who bounced straight into it, machete first. She hit, the conjuration wavered, then burst as Winnie flew forward in a shower of sliver sparks, the ring of spell resistance Trorm had gifted her glowing brightly on her hand. 

	How the cabalist avoided getting skewered, Trorm wasn’t sure. They melted like water around Winnie’s attack, staggering with the shock of having their spell dispersed and still struggling to close the portal. It tightened and Trorm roared, stuck in place with the effort of holding his shield spell in place. 

	Slimians and tentacled flyers tore away from fighting Victor Madden’s acolytes and spell-blades and the dungeon’s monsters to charge the dais. The spell-blades and acolytes turned to give pursuit, they themselves pursued by the burning beetle-beasts. All the while more of Trorm’s team leapt through the portal to join the fray at the center. 

	Daniel and Onas came through next and moved to position themselves between the oncoming enemies and their teammates. Daniel opened fire with his Earthshoulder’s automatic shotgun, the two eleven spell-blades slipped past and closed to blade-range with Onas, who met them with much shouting in their shared language. Flashes of lightning-fast spellwork accompanied the thrusts and slashes of their long knives.

	New tentacled avians were summoned by the cabalist and they swooped out of thin air to divebomb Winnie and Trorm. 

	They were snatched out of the air by clusters of vines that erupted from the dais to pin them in place, only to be blasted into oblivion as Israxa dropped through the portal. She still had smoke curling from her body and was bleeding from several smaller injuries but from the way she was spellcasting and firing her AK-47 her wounds weren’t keeping her down. 

	An armored burning beetle-beast made it up the stairs to throw itself at her, only to go wide, apparently seeing double as Nymal dropped through and waved her glowing wand. 

	Winnie darted in and chopped the distracted beetle-beast in the neck, partially decapitating it, then falling back as it continued to thrash about, darting over to Nymal and Israxa to keep the monsters that were slipping past off them. 

	Purple lightning crackled up from the spiraling floor. Victor’s acolytes had managed to break away from the combat to hurl their own offensive spells at the fray. Being the largest person on the dais and clearly dangerous with her spellcasting and weaponry, they’d targeted Israxa. 

	Trorm didn’t see if the spell connected but could feel the magical energies erupting around them as Nymal and Israxa began casting and counter casting at their clerical opponents. 

	Abigail and Trisha dropped through next and Trorm let the shield drop with a sigh of relief. He was drenched in sweat and pain lanced through his temples from the strain. Trisha immediately began firing her borrowed AK-47 at Victor, who had just blasted Lilian backward while Abigail dropped to a knee beside Trorm and forced a blue potion to his lips. 

	Magical energy coursed through Trorm, restored, and the pain in his temples vanished. He leapt to his feet, Abigail at his side. 

	“Support your mother and sister,” Trorm ordered and she rushed to join the fray, hands glowing with pink light. 

	As the Maddens dealt with their personal demon, Trorm intercepted the masked cabalist, bringing the robed figure up short. 

	“I’m not out of mana this time,” Trorm snarled, brandishing his staff. 

	The mask tilted with the cabalist’s head as they considered him. “Fine. We’ll do this your way.”

	A blast of lightning tore free from the cabalist’s wand and Trorm barely got his shield spell up in time. He returned fire with a blast of his own, only for the cabalist to mirror him, conjuring a shield spell of their own. 

	The cabalist conjured a trio of slimians, which hurled their disturbingly monkey-like bodies at Trorm, forcing him to divert his attention to them with a chain lightning spell that reduced the monsters to boiling ooze. In the time that had taken though, the cabalist had summoned up another giant glowing fist and drove it into Trorm’s shield with the force of a hill giant’s punch. 

	Trorm’s shield spell held, but he was sent flying across the dais, chased by the hand and more newly summoned monsters. Trorm blasted away the summoned horrors easily enough, then trapped the conjured fist within an inverted shield spell, hurling it into the cabalist. 

	The masked spellcaster saw the shining missile coming and got their own shield spell up in time, but it was their turn to be blasted from their feet by the impact, which caused the giant fist to explode into silver stars. 

	A shout drew Trorm’s attention. Daniel and Onas were holding their own against the elven spell-blades and Nymal and Israxa were likewise doing well against the acolytes, but the dungeon’s monsters weren’t idle. There were more of them than there had been before. Many more. 

	Trorm realized what was happening. He wasn’t sure of the exact timing, but he thought he more or less had the spiraling pattern on the floor figured out. Every time someone stepped atop the red spiral while it was glowing, a wall of flame launched up from its length. Every time someone stepped upon the blue spiral while it was glowing, more burning beetle-beasts were conjured from the walls. 

	Victor’s people and the cabalist’s summons held the distinctly disadvantaged position of being on the spiraling patterns, forced to dodge the wall of fire and oncoming monsters, all the while continuing to set off both traps. Which were also being set off by the dungeon’s newly summoned monsters. In fact, the more monsters that filled the room, the more were summoned. Apparently, the monsters could set the trap off as well and the wall of fire did nothing to hurt or deter them.

	They fell upon Victor’s people, as well as Trorm’s frat-brothers and Trorm hurled a bolt of chain lightning into the ones nearest Onas and Daniel, giving them a brief reprieve from the oncoming monsters. It was all he could do. 

	Lilian screamed. Her revolver lay discarded on the floor and her sword, glowing with divine light came crashing down onto Victor, who had conjured a morning star of pure energy. The spell-wrought weapon collided with Lilian’s blade, then shone with power as it acted as a conductor for a spell Trorm didn’t understand. 

	The runes glowing along the length of Lilian’s collapsible sword winked out, their enchantment somehow undone by Victor’s casting. Without them reinforcing it, the collapsible blade did just that. The pieces shattered apart, leaving Lilian holding a harmless, hollow hilt. 

	“I’m disappointed in you, daughter,” Victor said, grinning savagely. “I expected more from my blood.” His mace caught her as she tried to leap back and she cried out, knocked sprawling across the floor, her arm clearly broken. 

	Abigail screamed and blasted him with a bolt of pink energy. 

	Victor swallowed it whole, leaving her standing there, stunned. “I’m a spell eater, slut. Figures my little whore would join Oana’s stable.” He returned a purple blast of his own that sent her sprawling to the ground. 

	Trisha was on him, closing as she opened fire with her borrowed AK-47. The rounds bounced off of Victor’s divine protection, sparks flying each time a round struck his luminous purple shroud until the weapon clicked empty.  

	“And you,” he sneered. “Most pathetic of all. You could have been something great. What are you now?”

	Trisha clubbed him upside the head with her empty gun. The blow was so savage and unexpected it broke through Victor’s defenses and drove him back, blood spilling from a cut she’d opened on his forehead. 

	“I’m a mother!” 

	Victor blocked her next attack with his conjured morning star and waved his hand, closing the wound on his face before his good eye could be blinded by the blood. Then he counter attacked, smashing Trisha’s gun to pieces and driving her back. 

	“Pathetic,” he said with a shake of his head. 

	The masked cabalist was back up and airborne. Apparently, they knew a flying spell because they were hurtling through the air toward the dungeon core. Trorm threw himself into their path and the cabalist came up short. 

	“Really?” they asked. “You would sacrifice your friends and family to stop me?”

	“No,” Trorm said, leveling his staff, electricity crackling down its length. “I trust my friends and family.”

	He’d finally figured it out—why he was able to manipulate his spells the way he was. He couldn’t have said what made it click into place, but it made sense. Familiars were often overlooked wizarding companions, being small and unobtrusive more often than not. But they offered distinct advantages. Trorm’s mentor at the police precinct had a raven familiar that enhanced her divination spells. 

	Humans were an incredibly adaptable and resilient race, arguably more so than any other in existence. It had been his connection with Trisha that had enabled him to invert his spells and change their shape at will. As a wizard that didn’t want to be locked into a particular school of magic, she was the best familiar he could have asked for. What was more, the special ability their link gave him wasn’t the only thing familiars were good for and Trorm found himself grateful for all those hours spent in the library looking up exactly what it was familiars could do. 

	Trorm cast his lightning spell. The electricity vanished from his staff and erupted from Trisha’s hands, cast through her instead of Trorm’s casting implement. 

	The spell caught Victor Madden completely off guard and knocked him off his feet. He hit the floor in a stunned, jerking mess.

	Abigail staggered upright and blasted him with a pink bolt of energy while he was too stunned to eat it. The magic struck him and rolled the cleric across the dais, right to his other daughter. Lilian had snatched up the point of her shattered sword blade and, once more glowing with the divine light of Thodos, drove it into her father’s chest. 

	Trorm didn’t see what happened next. The cabalist flew at him, conjuring a shield before it to act as a battering ram. Trorm was lifted from his feet and though the wind was once more driven from his lungs, cast his own shield spell in an inverted bubble, locking him inside of it with the airborne cabalist. 

	Trorm swung with his staff with all his might, managing to reach around the cabalist’s own powerful, but more limited shield to strike the spell caster. They crashed to the ground just before the glowing dungeon core. 

	With a roar, Trorm threw himself up from the ground to grab the pulsing crystal, which flashed in his fist with something akin to panic. 

	Only feet away, the cabalist rose and made a quick gesture with their wand. A fresh portal opened beneath them both. The cabalist remained airborne, their flight spell still intact, as Trorm fell through the portal. 

	The cabalist followed, dropping through with far more grace, into darkness so deep that not even Trorm’s orc eyes could pierce it. 

	He hit something hard and barely managed to hold on to both his staff and the dungeon core. The portal overhead closed, cutting Trorm off from his allies. 

	He rose to his feet, expecting an attack at any moment. It didn’t come. The cabalist simply alighted on the floor of the magically darkened room, keeping out of reach of Trorm’s staff. 

	“You are an impressive young wizard, Trorm Coldstorm,” the masked cabalist said. 

	Trorm bared his tusks. “For an orc?”

	“For anyone,” the cabalist responded. 

	“I’ll take that as high praise coming from you,” Trorm said, a grin spreading across his face. “Professor Hunt.”

	The masked cabalist laughed. 

	Then melted. The mask fell to the floor and the robes evaporated. In their place was a green and pink haired gnome woman with a friendly expression who barely reached Trorm’s diaphragm. She had one of those beautifully ageless faces that some women had, making her actual age impossible to tell. 

	Trorm gaped at her. “Professor Hympress?”

	“Hi Trorm,” said his guidance counselor, her voice returned to its familiar high pitch. “Good to see you’ve been keeping busy.”

	

Chapter Twenty
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	Trorm nearly fell over. Fifi Hympress? The gnome who’d nearly force-fed him funny smelling grilled cheese sandwiches in her office and who originally gave him his enchanted sunglasses?

	Trorm shook his head. “This doesn’t make sense. Professor Hunt….” He stilled, returning his gaze to the diminutive gnome. “You’re both in the cabal.”

	Professor Hympress threw her head back and laughed. It was a sound of pure childish glee and merriment. “I told you,” she said, doubling over to slap her knee. “I told you he’d know you were involved.”

	“Yes, you did, Fifi,” said Professor Hunt’s voice from somewhere in the darkness. “Eat a sandwich of something.”

	The darkness receded and Trorm found himself in the familiar surroundings of Fifi Hympress’s office. Professor Hympress stood before her desk, beaming at Trorm like he’d won a carnival prize. Professor Hunt sat in the very chair before that desk that Trorm had sat in when he’d first met his guidance counselor back at the start of the semester. 

	He was a lean man, balding, with neatly trimmed goatee and spectacles. The casualness of his demeanor was only ruined slightly by the stiffness of his shoulders and the quivering of his upper lip. Had he been an orc, his tusks would have been bared. 

	He glanced at Trorm. HATRED.

	Trorm had suspected as much. Losing your child wasn’t something you just got over, no matter how idiotic that child had been. Ismael Hunt had been polite, cordial, and even helpful to Trorm, but ever since that incident with the living spell, Trorm had been uncertain he could trust the man. At one point he’d seen pieces of the living spell’s memories. It had been attracted to people who were expressing anger against Trorm and it had appeared before the masked cabalist. 

	True, genuine anger wasn’t something people just casually gave off and there’d only been a few people Trorm could think of with reasons to hold a grudge. He’d never used his sunglasses on the conjuration professor before though, out of respect. Innocent until proven guilty was at least what the United Confederation of Aflana purported to be its governing law. 

	Hunt rose from his seat, straightening his coat as if about to give a lecture. “I’ll take that dungeon core now, thank you.”

	Trorm tucked the glowing gem in close to himself and thrust his staff forward. The dungeon core pulsed rapidly with light and Trorm swore he could feel something beating against the edges of his mind like the wings of a frantic moth. Was it trying to communicate with him, or take over his mind? “If you want it, you’ll have to take it.”

	Fifi laughed again. AMUSED. 

	Ismael Hunt did not look amused. He scowled at Trorm. RESPECT. 

	Interesting. Trorm hadn’t met many humans who could hold both hatred and respect for the same person simultaneously.

	“Young man,” Professor Hunt said. “I kicked your ass in our last confrontation. You’re hardly better off than you were then and I’ve an ally. What’s more, we’re faculty of this university.”

	The implication of that hit home like a crashing anvil. They were on campus, in Fifi Hympress’s own office. He was a student, and a foreign exchange student at that. His word against not one, but two professors would mean nothing. 

	And that didn’t change a thing. Plans, strategies, and contingencies rushed through Trorm’s mind. As did a sudden realization. 

	“You’re the ones that hid the core down there,” Trorm said, glancing down at it. “You’ve kept it hidden all these years. Erased all record of it. You allied with those gangsters specifically so that they’d defile that old temple of Thodos…” Trorm trailed off. He was certain he was right. The only question was, “Why?”

	Fifi laughed again. “I told you!” She said, clapping her knee again. “I told you, I told you, I told you. This one showed promise.”

	“Yes, he has a lot of potential,” Professor Hunt said dryly. “And I’m going to reduce him to kindling if he doesn’t hand the core over.”

	“No!” Professor Hympress said, snapping upright, wand at the ready. The humor was gone and in its place was something ferocious. “Think about what he’s accomplished since coming here, in spite of the odds against him.”

	Hunt was very still, glancing at Fifi out of the corner of his eye. “Oh, please not again.”

	“He’s defeated opponents no fledgling wizard should have stood a chance against,” Professor Hympress went on, as if she hadn’t heard him. “He’s allied himself with the Temple of Oana, the heir to the Rana nest, and the New Augustine PD. And now he’s a Psy Omega. I refuse to allow you to throw all that potential away because of your grudge.”

	Ismael’s face contorted into a mask of pure fury. “A grudge?”

	Fifi nodded. “Your son was a thundering dumbass who threatened everything we’ve worked for and made sure we were on the paladin’s radar. Trorm did all of us a favor when he put Arlen down like the mad dog he was.”

	Ismael’s eye twitched. Then his face once again became a placid mask. ENRAGED. 

	As they’d been talking, Trorm had been edging slowly toward the door. He wasn’t afraid to fight any more than he was afraid to die. That didn’t mean he cared for his odds against two exceptionally powerful wizards. 

	Fifi flicked her wand and chains flew over the door with a clatter, barring it shut. She grinned at Trorm. “Sorry, Trorm. But you’re not going anywhere. Especially not with that.” 

	She gestured at the dungeon core. 

	Trorm grunted. “It was worth trying.”

	Fifi giggled. 

	“Arlen said something about creating a new world,” Trorm said. “He thought that he could use the stadium’s wards and the summoning crystal to summon a being capable of reshaping the world.”

	Fifi made a choking sound. “Idiot.”

	“My son,” Professor Hunt said, voice dangerously level, “did not fully grasp the scope of what we are trying to do. Or the resources needed. He thought he’d found a shortcut and couldn’t understand why we weren’t embracing it. He didn’t know about the dungeon core.”

	“That changes nothing,” Fifi said.

	“Of course, it doesn’t,” Ismael snapped, voice like cracking ice. “He’s dead.”

	An awkward silence fell over the office. 

	Fifi nodded at Trorm. “Continue.”

	Dr. Hunt glared at her. 

	She shrugged. “I want to see how much he’s figured out.”

	Trorm was quiet for a moment before answering her. “Everything I’ve read about dungeons suggests that there’s almost always some final guardian at the last level, there to keep the core safe.” Trorm glanced back and forth between the two wizards. “You two are the dungeon’s final monster. It’s last line of defense. That trap, the other monsters, they were devious, but they’re not on the right scale.”

	“We are,” Fifi said, nodding in agreement. “Us and the others.”

	That also confirmed that the cabal was more than just these two. Trorm had thought as much but until Fifi had spoken he couldn’t have proved it. 

	“You’ve made a bargain with the dungeon core,” Trorm said. “Some kind of pact. You keep it safe and what, it gives you power?”

	“Nothing of the sort,” Fifi said with a derisive sniff. “That kind of pact would bind us in ways none of us are interested in. No, in exchange we get to study it.”

	At that, the psychic fluttering against Trorm’s will rose in panicked fervor. Whatever else the dungeon core was, it was absolutely terrified of Fifi Hympress’s idea of studying.

	“You think that you can somehow learn to recreate the dungeon core’s abilities,” Trorm said. “Create new spells from it.”

	Fifi grinned. “And with our members positioned just right with these new spells…” she spread her little hands wide. “The world will be ours Trorm. Starting with Aflana, and then the other nations. Think about it.”

	Trorm did. And then he realized something else that should have been obvious from the beginning. “You want to recruit me.”

	Fifi’s grin became almost manic. “Why be the Arcane Advisor to the Great Chieftain of the Glorious Horde when you could be the Great Chieftain, Trorm?”

	“Join our fold, Coldstrorm,” Dr. Hunt said, shocking Trorm. It must have shown on Trorm’s face because the conjuration professor let out a bark of laughter. “I hate you. I hate you more than anyone else on this plane of existence. But our cause is greater than you or me. It’s greater than my grief.”

	“And what exactly is your cause?” Trorm asked. 

	“Isn’t that obvious?” Fifi asked. “Nothing less than world peace, Trorm. Think about it. A single governing body operating free of political influence or corruption with the power to provide infinite resources at will. No more hunger. No more shortages of any kind.”

	“And you think that any of us have the right to wield that kind of power?” Trorm asked. 

	“No one has the right to power, Trorm,” Professor Hunt said. “Not even the gods. Power is not a birthright or even knowledge. It is the application of knowledge. It is what results when you have the strength of will to step up and do what needs to be done, even if you fear you’re not up to the task.

	“This nation was founded by men of low birth standing up to the aristocracy and declaring their independence. Your own was made by one orc conquering every clan he could march his horde upon. They saw something that needed to be done and they did it.”

	In the silence that followed, Trorm knew true fear. 

	Because Ismael Hunt and Fifi Hympress believed, absolutely believed with every fiber of their being, in the truth of the words that had just been spoken. And because a part of him agreed with what Ismael Hunt was talking about. 

	Trorm was out of time to consider his options. 

	He dropped his mental barrier and let the will of the dungeon core rush into him. It was terrified and somehow magically connected to the wizards standing before him, as well as others. It couldn’t wield its power against them directly. It needed a proxy. A dungeon lord. 

	Trorm refused to be that. He had other plans for the core. 

	There was no time for a deeper communion with the crystal, he and it had to act quickly. The core understood this. For a single moment, their wills were completely aligned and with the core concealing their actions, they cast a single new spell, wielding Trorm’s magic.

	Trorm reached out and handed the crystal over to Dr. Hunt, who accepted it. It flashed with apparent terror, but otherwise seemed unchanged. 

	For a moment there was silence as Trorm waited to see if either of them would recognize what he’d done. 

	“Welcome to the Ouroboros Society, Trorm Coldstorm,” Professor Hunt said. “I believe it’s time we begin your proper arcane education.”

	

Chapter Twenty-One
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	There was a slight problem in Trorm’s new alliance with the Ouroboros Society. 

	Namely that his first act to prove his loyalty demanded that he trust the conniving professors with his life. Trorm scowled and adjusted his grip on his staff as Professor Hunt reopened a portal to the dungeon’s final level. Flames roared on the other side and burning beetle beasts swarmed over the spiraling floor and up the steps of the dais where Trorm’s party had gathered. They stood alone there, back to back in a circle, firing weapons and spells at the oncoming horde. Battered and bloody and screaming their defiance. It made Trorm’s chest swell with pride. He was honored to have such allies. 

	The issue with the armored bug monsters quickly became apparent. The glowing spiral that summoned fresh monsters from the wall whenever it was stepped on while glowing didn’t have any problem with a dungeon monster activating it. And unless Trorm missed his guess, the wall of fire that was being conjured up by the red spiral wasn’t just not hurting the monsters but healing them. The monsters simply crowded upon the spinning floor and kept both “traps” activated, spawning more and more of themselves and keeping up a steady stream of fire that concealed their movements and healed their wounded. 

	It was a nightmarish mess. His friends lacked the firepower to inflict casualties faster than the trap could produce monsters. Daniel’s powerfully enchanted shotgun was holding up well, but it struggled to pierce the monsters’ armor from a distance and everyone else was quickly running out of munitions. The only reason they were all still alive at all was because of their spellcasters. 

	Israxa and Abigail struggled to keep everyone upright and occasionally retaliate at the horde while Nymal’s illusions kept their enemies from targeting them properly. Unfortunately, these were all stalling methods. They had no means of delivering a decisive counterattack. As soon as the casters ran out of spells, they’d die. 

	Professor Hunt seemed to sense this because there was something quietly satisfied in his eyes as he stood aside to allow Trorm through the portal. 

	“Try not to die yet, Trorm,” Professor Hympress said with a beaming grin. “We’ve got big plans for you.”

	Trorm grunted and stepped through. 

	They’d provided him with some healing and restored some of his magic. If they gave him too much it would look suspicious. His story was to be that he pursued the masked cabalist through the dungeon and found some potions. The cabalist escaped and Trorm found a portal back to the final level. Simple. Also, nearly suicidal. Trorm didn’t care for how incompetent the story made him appear, nor for the fact that his so-called allies were so willing to put him and his people into a life-and-death struggle with so little in the way of means to adequately survive. 

	Trorm’s feet hit the dais and he snarled at the monsters coming at his women and friends. He needed to act fast and destroy as many of the oncoming monsters as he could as quickly as possible. Fortunately, he now had the means to do just that. 

	It almost hadn’t worked, the spell he’d cast in concert with the dungeon core. For a moment he’d sure that the professors had recognized what he’d done. Neither of them had said anything or given any indication they’d understood what had just happened. 

	Trorm reached out with his consciousness to his staff. Ready?

	The response was a form of manic glee that threatened to overwhelm Trorm as his magical reserves were flooded by the dungeon core, which had, with Trorm’s help, transferred its power and consciousness into Trorm’s staff. It had created a sort an artificial intelligence to replace itself within the original crystal, which now resided with the professors, while simultaneously transforming Trorm’s staff into a new body for itself. The original crystal was powerful, it could even think to a degree, but it wasn’t the true dungeon core and it obeyed its creator. And its creator right now very much wanted Trorm to succeed.

	Tapping into the dungeon core’s power wasn’t all that different from tapping into that of the college’s stadium’s wards, only much easier. The dungeon core wanted Trorm to have the power. So much power. Enough that he had to start casting while it was still flooding into him or risk incineration. 

	“Trisha!” Trorm cried out, then released a roar, hefting his staff high. 

	Trisha sensed what he was about and cried out as Trorm and the dungeon core’s power flooded through their link. In tandem, she and Trorm cast chain lightning powered by the dungeon core’s energy. 

	The twinned-spell erupted from the orc and the woman in blue-white avalanches of light, electricity leaping through target after target. In an instant it was over. The giant bugs simply exploded like flies landing upon a bug zapper. 

	One moment the room was full of fire, lightning, and monsters. The next the lightning was gone, the floor was drenched in slime and charred pieces of armor and chitin, and without the monsters there to activate the traps, no more fire or beetles were summoned forth. 

	Trorm and Trisha collapsed to their knees, panting. 

	In the back of his mind, Trorm swore he could hear the dungeon core laughing at him. The damn thing was amused. 

	“Why the frozen hells didn’t we do that earlier?” Daniel asked, stepping over to Trorm. He was shaking his head and grinning. 

	Winnie was on Trorm an instant later, followed by Nymal, and Israxa. Despite the oppressive heat of the chamber and their combined weight, Trorm couldn’t help but luxuriate in the press of their bodies. Their presence alone was a balm to his spirt and he savored it. 

	It couldn’t last.

	They allowed him up and he found Lilian and Abigail helping their mother upright. The sisters were splattered with the blood of their father and torn between concern for their mother and anger at each other. The Maddens had a lot to deal with now.

	In the short space of time that Trorm had spent looking at the Maddens, Winnie had apparently spent exploring the dais, because an instant later she cried out, “Found it!”

	“It better not be another damn key card,” Trorm muttered.

	The dungeon core silently laughed at him inside his head. That was going to take some getting used to. 

	“Better!” Winnie called back. “I’m like, going to need some extra muscle over here. You and Daniel mind lending me your upper body strength?”

	A moment later Trorm and Daniel hauled an enormous chest out of a secret compartment in the dais. Then another. And then another. Each was locked, but Winnie quickly had them open, revealing exactly why each was so heavy.

	“Are those bars of silver?” Lilian asked.

	“Platinum,” Trorm replied numbly. Row after row of platinum bars. Even split nine ways that was a lot of money. It made Trorm wonder what other treasure was hidden in the other levels of the dungeon waiting discovery. He doubted any of it could come close to rivalling this. 

	A profound sense of smugness radiated from Trorm’s staff. 

	He rolled his eyes. “Let’s haul it up and get out of here.”

	They did. With a brief modification of his shield spell, Trorm found himself playing the role of beast of burden, dragging the chests through the air behind him as he levitated them upon his upturned shield spell. 

	Stepping back out into the light of day from the caverns of Old Augustine, the group found the vehicles waiting for them. The draco-truck rumbled over and turned so that Trorm could load the chests into its bed. The truck creaked with the added weight and one of the three metallic dragon heads let out a hiss. 

	Israxa slithered over to Trorm and lay a hand on his shoulder, glancing back at the rest of the group. Trorm nodded in understanding and turned to address everyone. “Israxa was never officially a part of this raiding party. Her share goes to Sijat and Sijat is the member we will credit with helping us.”

	“But she did so much,” Lilian protested. 

	“Exactly,” Trorm said. “And if that’s discovered, the ramifications will be messy and complicated. I won’t ask any of you to lie. I do ask that you use your discernment and do your part to respect the wishes of one of our healers.”

	Most of the group nodded right away. Onas gave a shrug, but it took Lilian and Daniel both a few moments before they too nodded in agreement. 

	“We’ll need to get this appraised, then deliver one ninth of the share to Sijat,” Trorm said. 

	“I’d be honored to assist with that,” Daniel said.

	Trorm nodded. 

	“Forgive me, Coldstrorm, it sounded as if you said a nine-way split,” Onas said suddenly. 

	“I did,” Trorm said. 

	“You included me? Even after all I did?” 

	“You were as much a part of our party as anyone else. You pulled your own weight and you warned us about Victor Madden,” Trorm said. “So yes, you are included.”

	“Then my share goes to you,” Onas said.

	Trorm blinked at him. 

	“I wronged you, repeatedly,” Onas said. “And…and I’ve no time to wait for an appraisal. Keep my share Coldstorm, I’ve work to be about.”

	The elf departed without another word. Trorm watched him go. He’d killed fellow spell-blades down in the dungeon. And if he’d wronged anyone it was Nymal. Or was this a roundabout way of apologizing to Nymal through Trorm? Sometimes it wasn’t just humans who made no sense. 

	And speaking of Nymal, Trorm would have to find a way to take care of his smallest lover. Her home was an absolute wreck and there was no way she’d feel safe there after not one, but two attacks on herself there. She couldn’t stay with Winnie, the lagothrope lived in the campus dormitories. Though that did beg the question, where on earth she keeping that gun and machete.

	Nymal couldn’t stay with Israxa either. Her gender status was too controversial for a matriarchal society like Israxa’s. Even with Sijat helping there’d be questions that they weren’t yet ready to answer. 

	And the Maddens…they were healing. Lilian and Abigail’s religious paths had brought them to a head before. Trorm suspected those confrontations would be even greater now. To say nothing of what Abigail’s new status as his lover and a cleric of Oana meant. If the threat of Victor Madden hadn’t brought them together by giving them a target for all their pain and anger, the family may well have torn itself apart. Without that outside threat now, Trorm wasn’t sure how well they could heal. 

	Especially with the Ouroboros Society now circling them.

	His thoughts turned toward the platinum in the back of his truck. He ran some quick calculations. Then some more as he factored in the wealth of each of his fiancés if they agreed to help with this new project. He had the dungeon core, although not in the capacity he had wanted it. They might not be able to create a wizard’s tower, but together they could build something defensible.

	“What are you thinking about?” Winnie asked. 

	She and the rest of Trorm’s fiancés, Nymal, Israxa, and Abigail, had all slowly gathered around him while he was lost in thought. Beyond them he could see Daniel locked in conversation with Lilian. Beside them, he saw Trisha. 

	She was watching them all, her face an unreadable mask. 

	 

	Trisha Madden

	Gender: Female

	Emotions: CONFLICTED, FEAR, LOVE, LONGING, ANGER, RELIEF, DESPAIR, HOPE

	Interest Level: 8

	 

	How could anyone feel all those emotions at once? It seemed to him she should be ready to explode, not turn into a living statue. Trorm himself was more than somewhat conflicted about Trisha, especially as his familiar. Even with the dungeon core’s power down in the final chamber, if she hadn’t been his familiar, they wouldn’t have been able to manage a dual casting. The chain lightning would have blasted away most of the bugs, but not all, and Trorm would have collapsed from the over-use of magic. And that was only the latest. Being able to manipulate the spells he’d learned…there was no denying the benefits. 

	But if it locked her in a perpetual state of misery, if it cost the Madden’s their clan, it couldn’t be worth it. They’d have to find a means of undoing the familiar bond. And, Trorm decided, it was time to move out of the Madden’s house. Not only would it be better for him, his lovers, and Trisha, it would be better for Lilian. He couldn’t tell her about the Ouroboros Society yet, not until he had more on them. She would consider his withholding a betrayal. Better then to create some distance. 

	Trorm took in his lovers, covered in dungeon grime, dressed in damaged armor, and never looking more beautiful. He grinned, glancing first at the bars of platinum, then down to his lovers, and told them his new plan.
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