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CHAPTER ONE


“My name is Toby Conner,” I spoke into the recording app of my phone, mounted on the dash of my car. “Today, the seventh of March, twenty-twenty-four. I am driving to meet…” I chuckled and shook my head. “I am meeting Vanessa Weeks. Our meeting point is the entrance to the so-called Dead Man’s Shaft. I will arrive in five minutes. Around eleven-thirty in the morning. I expect that I will exit the cave within one hour and return home before three o’clock in the afternoon.”

I was distracted by my phone buzzing. Driving at walking pace along the dirt road towards the old mine shaft, I felt confident enough to glance at my phone. It was her. The girl I’d been fawning over for months. How she got my number, I had no idea. But when she asked about my hobby, I leapt at the chance to show her what it was all about. Even now, seeing the little love heart emojis floating across the notification bar, I couldn’t believe this was real.

I looked ahead once more, steering around an old tree stump. It made sense that she had messaged me already. I was following fresh tracks, so she was even earlier than I was. It made me wonder if this would go anywhere. Was she just curious about cave exploring, or was she as into me as I hoped she was?

Either way, I needed to finish up my recording.

“Sorry,” I muttered to the future me who would listen to and delete this recording. “Just got a text from Vanessa. I’m almost there. The phone will be left in my car where emergency personnel will find it should the worst happen. I have enough food, water and emergency equipment to keep two people alive in a cave environment for several days. If she brought some herself, we should be fine if we get stuck somewhere.” I sighed as I spotted a familiar-looking car parked beside the shaft entrance in the rock face. “Wish me luck, future me.”

I drove up, not seeing her anywhere. I hoped she hadn’t gone into the cave. That was a bad idea unless you knew what you were doing. Exploring these caves as a kid, I got myself into trouble once or twice. How I was still alive was beyond me. Years of practice, research and following a few streamers, and I had my own system. I left a note at home saying where I was. The recording on my phone told anyone who got this far what my situation was. And I had enough supplies to last a few days if I was hurt or trapped somewhere. Now with Vanessa, I even had a buddy.

I pulled up. My old truck rumbled as I shut off the engine. I saved the recording and unplugged my phone from the car charger. Swapping it for the portable battery charger, I left it plugged where anyone could see if they came up. Thieves weren’t a problem this far out. And I wouldn’t be able to use the phone for more than a light source within the cave. Considering I carried a flashlight and a camera, it wasn’t really a necessary piece of equipment once underground.

I cast my eyes around once more. This was a nice spot. Lots of rocks, trees and a couple of walking trails. A small lake was nearby, and that was more often than not where visitors ended up. The cave had a bit of a reputation after a bunch of kids went in and never came out again. That was back when my grandfather was a boy. They boarded up the entrance after that little incident, but someone pulled it down years ago and there haven’t been any nasty incidents. At least, beyond the time, a mountain lion got in and its screams scared the hell out of a bunch of people.

With that in mind, I double checked everything and picked up my bag. Inside was a first aid kit. Some field rations, a bar of chocolate. Spare batteries for my flashlight. A handful of space blankets and a change of clothes. I was prepared for anything that the world could throw at me, and… I blushed slightly and let out a sigh. Bending over, I reached into the paper bag I’d left on the passenger floor and grabbed the box of condoms I’d left there. I wasn’t going to presume anything, but I’d rather have them and not need them, then need them and not have them.

After stuffing my newest addition into the bottom of my bag, I opened the door and stepped out. The sun beat down on me and I’d have worried about burning, except we wouldn’t be in it for long. The temperature was high, but once in the cave, that wouldn’t be an issue either. You had to go deep before things got hot again.

Tossing the bag over my shoulder, I walked over to Vanessa’s car. It was a cute thing. Like her, I suppose. A little hot hatch with a chrome muffler. It made me smile thinking of the firecracker of a woman who drove it. Though, as I rounded the vehicle and peeked inside, she wasn’t anywhere to be seen. There were some footprints, though. She’d walked all around the vehicle, going into the boot and back out again. She’d been here a while by the looks of things and taken multiple trips back and forth into the cave. So that’s the direction I went next.

If she was in there already, things could be bad. Snakes and spiders were one thing. But a slip in the wrong spot could leave you with a broken leg at the bottom of a steep shaft, unable to get out. I frowned and hurried along to the cave entrance. When I looked inside, all I could see was darkness. The bright light from outside cut the two worlds like a knife.

“Vanessa!” I called into the cave.

Her name echoed back and forth a few times. Before I heard something thump. It echoed back, and I thought it sounded like someone hitting a rock against another. My heart thudded in my chest and I took a deep breath.

“I’m coming! If you’re stuck, just keep hitting that rock again!” I called as I marched into the cave.

I pulled my bag off my shoulders and retrieved the flashlight. I heard the thump once more and hurried along to find it. This part of the shaft was wide and spacious. A set of iron rails ran underfoot. Mostly covered in sand and rocks by now. They used them to bring up the ore they dug from inside the cave. Nowadays, it just marked the main path through the tunnels. If ever you got lost, all you needed to do was follow them, and it would bring you back to the surface.

I heard the thumping coming from further back. So I picked up my pace. I didn’t know what the situation was, but I worried she was hurt. She wasn’t yelling, but the banging was intentional. Three quick thuds, followed by two slow ones, and three quick ones again. It wasn’t quite an SOS, but the thought was there and I hurried along as best I could.

I passed by the first few side tunnels. There were plenty from the prospecting days. Some of them were used as old offices or storerooms. I continued on, ignoring them all as I listened for Vanessa’s signals. That was until I spotted a figure step out ahead of me.

“Hey Toby,” he chuckled.

I slid to a halt, and then flinched as he turned on his own torch.

“What the fuck?” I shielded my eyes. “Dean?”

“I knew you were a cuck,” Dean laughed. “Coming after my girl⁠—”

“Didn’t know you were together,” I admitted. Stupid, really. Dean was an asshole. If he was with Vanessa, I’d never have been talking to her.

“Don’t give a fuck,” Dean grunted. “I’ve seen the way you’ve been looking at my girl.”

“I’m sorry,” I tried as I backed up towards the entrance.

“Sorry ain’t gonna cut it,” Dead snorted. “Fuck, do you think me n’ the boys led you out here for?”

I froze and turned my head. There were a few of them. Dean’s friends. There was Kerry, Sean, Antoine and even for some reason, Claud. Dean’s fifteen-year-old brother, standing behind me with his arms crossed. All of them were members of the football team… Except for Claud, but he was expected to join. All of them were twice my size. I was tall and fit, but these guys pumped weight as often as they pumped pills at the parties they attended.

“C’mon guys, this was a mistake,” I tried again. “I’ll go home. I’ll never even look at her again.”

“Damn right you won’t,” Dean snickered. “Grab him.”

I heard the words, and without needing to think, I bolted for safety. This wasn’t cowardice. This ganging up shit wasn’t something I was able to deal with. I ran for a side tunnel. One I knew pretty well. It had plenty of offshoots. All I needed was to get into one and I’d be way better off. Worst case, only one of them would fit into the tunnel at the time and give me a chance to fight. Best case, they’d slip past, and I’d bolt for the entrance and get out of here.

I sprinted, listening to Dean shout to go after me. I wasn’t going to make it easy for them, no matter what. Flashlight in hand, I raced into the tunnel. This was one of the prospecting ones. It led straight out, twisting around the harder rock that plagued this part of the country. It had dozens of smaller tunnels leading off to each side. Some of them went a few feet and hit rock. Others went much deeper, following lines of ore and precious metal. I counted them as I went. From memory, there was a bend coming up, and then a particularly deep tunnel to my right.

I spotted the bend to the right and switched off my flashlight. This would be all by feel and I touched the wall, waiting for the gap. As I rounded the corner and vanished from view, I felt the tunnel entrance and swung myself into the gap. It was a straight shot ahead, and I let my fingers brush against the wall as I sprinted blindly through the dark. This was stupid. If there was anything in here, people, animal or obstacle I was a goner before I knew what was happening.

I charged along, listening to the shouts of those behind me who had just realized that I’d vanished. So I slowed to a stop in the tunnel and leaned on the wall. I needed to get further in. Here wasn’t safe, but I wasn’t about to turn on the light and give myself away. Instead, I tried to control my breathing and made my way further in. With my fingers on the wall, I felt for anything. A small divot even in the wall could make me harder to spot. A side tunnel or two would give me more options. I wasn’t too far from the cave entrance. All I needed to do was outlast them or outsmart them. I had supplies. I could take a few days. Even if they smashed my car and forced me to stay here, someone would check my apartment and see my note.

My seventy-year-old landlady made a point to check on me. At first it was because I was young and she suspected I was a party animal. But that quickly turned into a weird friendship. I ended up joining her quilting class and, twice a month, I hung out with a bunch of old ladies who teased me about girls as they taught me the difference between a fence post and a log cabin fabric pattern.

Even now, I couldn’t help the stupid grin on my face as I thought about it. She’d knock on my door and not get an answer. But I’d been literally caught with my pants down once already after her concern for me got the better of her and she opened the door. Poor thing was the talk of the group the next lesson and the two of us received matching woolen underwear as gag gifts the following Christmas. Wool underwear is itchy, FYI.

I shook my head and firmly placed myself in the present. This was a real situation, and it was dangerous. I needed to get away. Possibly my very life depended on it. There was a lot that could go wrong in a dark and empty cave far out on the edge of the city limits. They’d intentionally led me out this far, so their plans weren’t just a harmless prank.

I shuddered slightly, feeling a cool blast of air coming from my left. Rather than avoid it, I followed it. That coolness was unpleasant. They wouldn’t want to hang around down here with that. Though, the presence of a breeze was odd in general. I ignored that for now and followed it along. Without a light source, it was all by feel, and I kept one hand up and one hand ahead in case I walked into anything. Of course, that would just give a bear something easy to bite down on, but winners can’t be choosers at this point.

I carried on, following the cool breeze as it led me down through a few more corridors. Until finally, I felt something nudge against my knee. I reached down, patting what felt like a rather large rock. I gave it a small nudge, and it didn’t move an inch. When I listened out, I could still hear Dean and the others yelling and making noise. So I sat down on it instead and took a deep breath.

Today… had gone wrong. Understatement of the century. But things could be worse. I was uninjured, hidden, and hopefully further inside the caves than Dean was willing to travel. With that in mind, I pulled my pack off once more. Returning my flashlight so I didn’t lose it, I took out my water bottle. The first mouthful washed out the dust before I spat it aside. The second lubricated my throat, before I took out a muesli bar. It wasn’t the tastiest thing in the world, but the oats and sugar gave me an energy boost that saved me from opening a field ration.

Three bites in, I stuffed the rubbish back into my bag before reaching out around me. Whatever, I was sitting in. It was tight and narrow. Walls pressed in on either side, though I couldn’t reach the ceiling. Rather than risk falling backward into whatever may or may not be there, I turned myself sideways and leaned on the wall. With one foot kicked up, I decided to wait. I could hear them still moving around, searching for me. They were pretty determined, which just went further towards my idea of running, being the best one.

All I needed to do was outlast them, and I could get home. Depending on what happened between those points, I may or may not get the police involved. In either case, this was the last time I’d be speaking to Vanessa Weeks, and the last time I met a girl at a cave without at least a few dates in advance somewhere else.

“Stupid,” I sighed and slumped back against the wall once more. “Why would a girl like that be interested in a guy like me?”

I wasn’t unattractive. Six foot six, I was pretty stereotypical for a white dude. An average tan, brown hair, brown eyes. I wore glasses with cheap frames and expensive lenses. Just a tad skinny for my height, giving me a lanky appearance. I wouldn’t call myself a ladies’ man, but they weren’t running from me either. I’d dated some, and genuinely looked forward to getting to know the curvy and feisty Vanessa Weeks. Fiery red hair, short stature, curvy and surprisingly energetic. She was always the happy, friendly, smiley type every time I saw her. Now her college-football asshole boyfriend wanted to kill me. Or at least hurt me bad enough that I’d want to be dead.

I sighed again, before hearing something knock. But it didn’t come from ahead of me. It came from deeper inside. Behind the rock I was sitting on. That made me freeze in place. I couldn’t hear movement, but most of the sound was coming from back towards Dean and the others. What I’d heard from behind the rock was something else. I was serious before, about the possibility of a bear or a mountain lion. This would be just my luck.

As slowly and quietly as I could, I lifted from the wall and slowly brought my bag around once more. The zip seemed to echo in the tunnel as I pulled it down just far enough to get my hand inside. I pushed my fingers through the contents before grasping the flashlight. With it firmly in hand, I pulled it out, only to get my hand caught in the zip. Gripping the flashlight made my fist larger than it was, and I grimaced as I gave it a small tug.

“Wow, these night vision goggles kick ass,” a familiar voice chuckled.

I yanked my hand out as I hit the button and lit up Dean’s brother Claud standing in front of me. His goggles looked fancy, but that was to his detriment as the goggles reacted to the sudden light by blinding him. Claud yelped and pulled the goggles off as I scrambled upright.

“DEAN!” he shouted. “I FOUND HIM!”

I looked at the goggles, then at him, and watched as the teen put his hands up. I had nowhere to run. Dean and his friends were coming. I could hear them charging through the tunnels.

“Gonna kick your fucking ass.” Claud stepped up.

And almost by reflex, I pulled back. Forgetting the rock, my knees connected at the wrong height. My legs collapsed, and I fell back. The weight of my backpack dragged me down, and I rolled backward off the rock. I expected to slump onto the ground. To fall into a heap, where Claud would likely jump atop me. Where I’d be beaten and lay until either the elements or an animal finished what they would likely start.

Except there wasn’t a flat surface behind me. It was a shaft. Rather than hit my head, I continued to roll, falling flat onto my back. Claud shouted something as I slid down under gravity and completely out of control. The tunnel twisted, and I slammed into the wall, knocking my head. My glasses slipped, and I grabbed them in my hands as the tunnel changed direction once more. With my hands down, my head cracked against the stone once more, and everything went black.
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How long I was down here? I didn’t know. My first instinct was that I felt cold. The ground was solid rock. Everything was dark, and my glasses were nowhere to be seen. My bag felt lumpy, but not the way it should as I lay on it. I thought over my first aid training and gave my toes a wiggle. They moved as I expected them to, so I shook my legs. Everything sorta hurt, but not in an ‘oh god we’re all going to die’ kind of way. I turned my head slightly, and my neck didn’t give me any issues, so I rolled onto my stomach.

It took more effort than I would have liked to do that. Everything felt heavy, and my balance swayed a little as I pushed myself to my knees. I reached for my shoulder and grunted at the dozens of bruises, aches and likely cuts that dotted my body. I took the time to pull my pack off and sighed as I felt the massive hole torn in the side. There was a space blanket within, as well as a smooshed up field ration. Along with it was a pair of socks. Everything else was gone. If I was lucky, it would by lying around the floor with me. If unlucky, there was a split somewhere in the tunnel, or a sharp rock or two that caught my stuff as it fell.

I sighed and set the bag down. I wasn’t going far. With deliberate slowness, I started patting the ground around me. Then, by using the bag as a marker, I expanded that search. The first thing I found, to my relief, were my glasses. They were laying on the ground, and when I touched them, I couldn’t help but smile. Putting them on to keep them close, I continued patting the ground.

I found a pack of batteries. Another field ration and even a shirt. There was still plenty missing. My first aid pack for one. It would be really handy right now, but then, without a light source, even that was limited. I decided to take everything I had and stuff it inside my shirt. By tying it up, I put it back into my bag and felt the weight of it. With some effort, it could fall out of the hole, but I’d feel it if that happened.

That sorted, I put the bag on once more, and started crawling in circles. I was in a small room. The whole floor was solid rock. Not a single bump, divot or loose pebble. I could even feel most of the dust coming from my own clothing as I patted around. I found a wall and frowned at the perfect right angle between it and the floor.

“What on earth cut this?” I asked myself.

I shook my head, and used the wall for a sense of direction, before my knuckles knocked something. I heard the telltale clunk of something plastic bouncing off stone and I went after it. Only a few feet away, I found it once more, and blinked in pain as I flicked on the flashlight once more. I laughed as I turned it around, looking through the room. My clothing was nearby in a heap. So was my first aid kit. I was also correct that this room was man made. The walls and floor were perfectly smooth. Perfectly cut at right angles, all except for the ceiling, which…

“Oh, shit!” I hissed loudly.

I watched the thing descend from the ceiling. It reminded me of a bat. Long and spindly arms as it hung upside down. Its tall and wide ears were as large as the rest of its head as it tilted from side to side, staring right at me. The light didn’t seem to bother it, but then, I couldn’t see any eyes either. Its nostrils flared slightly as it crept closer, unaware of the fact I was staring at it.

I looked at my first aid kit laying on the floor beneath it. Then to the roof beyond where I had fallen in. There was no way I was getting up there. Definitely not, while this creature was here. If it could climb on the ceiling, which was the only part of the room that wasn’t perfectly smooth, then it was likely faster than I was.

I scanned the room, looking for something I could use to defend myself. And that’s when my eyes fell on my only real option. As quietly as I could, I climbed to my feet. I cast a desperate glance back at my medical supplies. They were between me and the exit. But then, so was this monster on the ceiling. It was still silently creeping towards me. Using strange hooks on the ends of its long limbs to grip the stone.

I watched as a bead of saliva dripped from its upside down mouth and nodded to myself. Kicking off the wall, I threw myself forward. The monster let out a shriek of anger as I slipped underneath it. I ducked under the claw I expected to come, and used the movement to scoop up my first aid kit and charged for the open doorway.

Only to skid to a halt as something even larger appeared.

It was almost as tall as I was. Hulking and huge. I thought it a monster at first, as its eyes glowed green, but then an armored gauntlet reached out and grabbed my shirt.

“Worry about him in a moment, get the flayer!” a mechanical voice ordered.

Gravity shifted as the armored figure shoved me sideways, as two more charged into the room. The bat creature shrieked in anger as the two armored figures charged towards it. The first came in, holding a large, video game style war hammer. The second followed behind with a brutal-looking ax of the same size. I watched in fascinated horror as the creature was ripped from the ceiling with the edge of the ax. The one with the hammer went to town, shattering its legs, while a fourth entered the room holding a spear.

“Take it down already!” it shouted.

The creature, not done yet, lashed out. Toppling one of the armored people. Several shouts rang out, and the one holding me shoved me back as the hammer flew past, cracking the stone wall beside my head.

“EASY! YOU ALMOST TOOK HIS HEAD OFF!” the one nearest to me shouted.

Which was when the fifth armored figure charged in. A short, thick blade in their hand, I watched their armor light up. They were made of either copper or bronze, but were completely encased. Pipes, gears, and pistons covered all the major joints in a way that looked like a mix of utility and artwork. With the clearest view, I watched as this newcomer fell on the flayer, driving the blade into the creature’s side. It choked out a horrible barking cry before the ax wielder lopped off its head.

The creature fell to the ground, twitching, while the five armored figures spread out. I watched as a strange blackish-red blood pumped over the floor, before the armored figure holding me turned to face me directly.

“Male. Good breeding age. Likely an adult. Various injuries, but appears unarmed,” it said robotically as it turned my head and looked me over.

“B-breeding age?” I trembled.

That made all five of them freeze in place. They turned and slowly approached me. I was terrified, and I closed my eyes.

“You’re scaring him,” one of them remarked.

“He should be scared. How did he get down here, anyway?” Another asked.

“He speaks the language. Maybe we should just ask him?”

“Hey?” I felt a nudge and opened my eyes as I stared at the blank, metal faceplate with glowing green eyes.

“W-what are you?” I asked.

The figure stared at me for a few long moments before I heard a click. The faceplate slid up, rotating back into itself, showing a stern-looking woman with red hair.

“Here,” she said in a surprisingly sweet voice as she gestured to the other armored figures. “There be Dorfs.”


CHAPTER TWO


“Hurry up, it’s not safe to stray too far from the stabilizers,” their leader ordered.

I had no idea what was going on. One moment I was running for my life. The next, I was staring at some horrible bat creature. Now a bunch of people, led by a beautiful woman calling herself a Dorf, was leading me through a series of narrow corridors. What made it worse was that these clearly weren’t built in the same manner as the one I found myself in originally.

In fact, if I had to guess, this looked more natural. The floor was uneven, jagged, like the rock had split along fault lines, providing small, jagged paths through the rock.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

I felt a nudge from behind and glanced back at the armored figure, who stared at me with those same glowing green eyes.

“No questions,” it said mechanically. “Move.”

I grunted and continued on as best I could. The tunnels, for the most part, were pretty wide. The armored suits moved quickly, their boots seemed to shift under whatever they stood on. It didn’t matter if they were on solid ground or jagged rock. They walked over it with more ease than I could have imagined. Which meant that I, in my boots, was the slowest member of the group.

The only relief that I had was the lights mounted on their mechanical armor. Each of them had a pair of headlights mounted on each shoulder. It lit up the area directly in front of them, without going much higher than your chin. Which meant I could look them in the eye without blinding myself. Adding to that, they also had one mounted between their shoulders at the back, pointing straight down behind them. I knew this, because the one behind me had theirs ripped off in the attack with… with the flayer.

How the fuck was I on a world with monsters like that? I could handle weird humanoids in armor. But a flayer? Was it literally going to peel my skin off? I shuddered in dread as I thought about how lucky I was. That thing moved fast when it needed to. With the ground out here this twisted and uneven.. There was no chance I was getting out alive had these people not shown up.

Still, back to my point about the lights. With them mounted the way they were. It made a few points about them stick out for me. With lights mounted front and rear, it was like they were used to working in teams. If they worked in teams, and had the kind of technology to make power armor, that meant they were likely advanced in some way. The strange hand to hand weapons didn’t make any sense, but then—how effective were projectiles in a mineshaft?

“SEISMIC WARNING!” one of them shouted.

“Carry the male!” another roared.

I felt a hard, metallic arm wrap around my waist, and suddenly we were running. All I could hear was the metallic crunching of their boots on stone. Every bounce jostled me around, and whatever part of me was spared the bruising was now being slapped around, trapped in the limbs of this metal contraption. I gasped and wriggled, but that only earned me a slap on the head.

“Hold still! Idiot!”

I grit my teeth at the stinging sensation. But my sudden stillness gave me a moment of clarity. There was a low rumble in the air. A hum, deeper, like distant thunder, but coming from all directions.

“Nearly there!”

The ground buckled, and the armored one carrying me staggered for a moment. They tipped sideways, crashing into the wall, before shoving off.

“MOVE!”

Dust puffed out in all directions. The tunnel. Filled with the reflected light from their armor. Rocks fell from the ceiling and I clenched my eyes shut as the floor throbbed like waves on a calm beach. I covered my head in my hands and pulled in my knees as rocks fell atop me as we ran. I held on for dear life, feeling the ground sway from side to side. Various curses and shouts rang out in all directions, before suddenly gravity took hold once more.

I tumbled to the floor, bouncing off my shoulder and falling in a heap. Opening my eyes, I jerked back as a metallic boot slammed down where my head was a moment ago.

“WATCH IT!” one of them gestured at me.

“Sorry!” my potential killer jerked away.

Then, as one, they were back to work. I watched as they drew their weapons and took up positions around me. We were within a tunnel, with multiple openings leading in various directions. The tunnel itself was not like the others. It had a series of strange pillars lodged evenly along the walls. They pulsed with the same green energy as the eyes of their suits. What that meant, I didn’t know. But I had a hunch it was something to do with why we stopped here and weren’t still running for the surface.

“LEFT SIDE!” one roared.

“AND THE REAR!” another retorted.

“Block the tunnel! Let them come to us! Protect the male!” A third ordered as they got into position.

Two swung around to face the left tunnel. Plumes of dust washed out before a familiar, batlike creature burst out. It was covered in dust, bleeding from various wounds, and screamed in rage as it crashed into the first armored figure. Unfortunately for it, that was the one with the short blade, and they slammed the creature into the ground, stabbing it repeatedly as a second flayer came out right after. That was caught by the figure with the hammer, who struck it hard enough to send it vanishing back into the tunnel.

Behind me, things were worse. The two armored figures were squaring off with no less than six of the flayers who had come up from tunnel entrances further behind us. Without the plumes of dust, they were easy to spot, and my rescuers were pressed shoulder to shoulder, holding them back. The tunnel itself was only wide enough for two of the armored figures to stand side by side, so the fifth hovered beside me, looking each way for an opportunity to help.

Which was when a tunnel on the right disgorged another flayer. The armored figure noticed it too late and was only turned halfway before it crashed into their side. The armor toppled over with a shout, as the flayer dragged its claws over the armored exterior of my guard. Whatever the metal was made of, those claws left deep gouges.

“Help!” they cried, as they grabbed one of those claws, while the other went for the faceplate.

I watched in horror as the claws bit into the metal before it buckled and tore free. Inside, I saw the terrified expression of another woman. Blue, almost electric hair. She screamed as the monster bore down on her. I realized the name for the creatures was based on how this one seemed to know how to peel, or flay her out of the armor.

“SOMEONE HELP!” I shouted, trying to get the other’s attention.

But they had their own troubles. The two on the left were battling the things coming out of the tunnel. While the two behind were trying not to be swarmed by the monsters still coming out of the empty tunnels.

The woman with blue hair let out a pained cry as the flayer reached into her helmet, trying to pull her head out through the opening where it could bite her. She thrashed beneath it, striking the creature in the chest and abdomen, doing little overall damage. I closed my eyes. She was going to die. It would be awful. Then… unless the others got free, that flayer was coming for me next. Did I want that? I didn’t know what was going on, but they hadn’t harmed me, and they had saved my life originally. They were intelligent, cooperative and had technology, so this wasn’t some fantasy novel backwater.

I took a deep breath and opened my eyes before pushing myself to my feet. With a roar of my own, I ran straight for the flayer. Its head snapped up, and its ears swiveled to face me. Even without eyes, I could sense its confusion as I leaped. It didn’t get much further than that, though. My forearm smacked into its neck as I slid over its shoulder. Hooking my elbow, I felt gravity swing me around so I was laying across its back. With a snarl, I grabbed my wrist with my opposite arm, trapping the flayer in a headlock.

“SOMEONE FUCKING HELP ME!” I roared, even as I squeezed.

The flayer made a terrible noise as it jerked back and spun. I snarled in anger and pain as my legs hit the wall. Something broke, and I felt my eyes water as jolts of pain shot up through my limbs. Squeezing with all my might, the flayer’s cries cut off before it tried to reach up around itself.

I howled as those same claws that ripped the faceplate off an armored suit carved the back of my shoulder. In sheer desperation, I pulled my knees up and braced myself on the creature’s back, ignoring the pain of my broken leg. Unless I was willing to lose an arm, this needed to happen now. With a scream of pain and rage, I pulled as hard as I could. Crushing its throat, squeezing its arteries, I did everything in my power to kill this thing before it could do the same to me.

It reared up, spinning around. The flayer threw itself against the wall, and I held on for dear life. We slumped to the ground, where the flayer rolled itself. I felt the wind rush out of my body as I went under its weight, but it couldn’t balance there and flopped onto its stomach. Its claws dug furrows into the ground as I continued to squeeze before its body began to spasm. I grit my teeth, snarling into the back of its head as I squeezed with everything I had. Until finally, it went slack in my arms.

My heart beat in my chest. I could hear the blood pumping in my head, and I breathed slowly as I counted out thirty more seconds. There was no way I was about to let this thing go before I was one hundred percent certain it wasn’t about to jump up and bite me on the ass. But the pain was getting to me. So was the blood loss. The gash over my shoulder was bleeding profusely, and I could feel the stickiness of my blood soaking through my shirt. Now I wasn’t sure if my beating heart was from adrenalin, or blood loss. Still, I kept squeezing.

Until finally, with a gasp and a cough, I couldn’t hold it any longer. My count of thirty fell to the wayside as I dropped off the creature’s back. Gravity brought me to the stony floor, where I lay, able to see the flayer’s tongue rolled out from between its frothy teeth. The creature was utterly still, and I let out a wheeze as I looked up.

Straight into a pair of electric blue eyes.

“Hey now, stay with me,” she crooned as she touched my face. “Where does it hurt?”

“Shoulder,” I grunted. “And leg.”

She nodded before taking my arm. I groaned in pain as she lifted me, before making a noise. “This needs to be handled first.”

She turned me over entirely, and I heard the thudding of metallic footsteps. The dusty tunnel was now quiet, and the blade holder loomed overhead.

“What happened?” it asked.

“Calm down,” the blue eyed one spoke. “Flayer surprised me and before I knew it, had my faceplate off. He… he killed it.”

“On his own?” the armored one bent down as if examining me.

“Yup,” the blue-eyed woman appeared, holding a small bag of what I hoped was medical supplies. “Now, I need to clean and stitch this wound. So I need you to hold him.”

“What?” I shifted, only for a pair of metallic arms to grab me. “Shit, c’mon.”

“Males,” the blue-eyed one chuckled. “Such babies.”

I hissed and made the mistake of kicking out with my broken leg as she tipped something over my wound. It burned like acid, and she hummed a small tune as she began to wipe. I gritted my teeth and snarled as she worked. It was quick, but every moment was agony. I was barely aware of the other armored figures moving back into position around me. They took up a silent vigil, standing guard as the blue-haired woman worked.

I let out a moan of pain as I felt a needle pierce my flesh, but there was nothing I could do but wait for her to finish. She worked quickly, running a neat line of threads up the back of my shoulder, before cutting the thread free with a small snip of scissors.

“That’s the worst of it,” she said as she began applying some kind of sticky patch to the wound. “This will keep the dirt out and stop infections.”

“Great,” I moaned.

“What’s wrong with his leg?” one of them asked.

There was a collective pause before another set of metallic hands pinned me down. I cried out as my leg was pulled straight before a pair of rods was installed on either side. To it, was attached a series of metal linkages, designed to hold my leg steady, without entirely covering my leg. With my knee locked straight, I wouldn’t be going anywhere fast, and with the pain I was in, I didn’t want to. I just lay there until the armored figures finally let me go before the blue-eyed woman appeared once more.

“We can’t do more than that until we get back,” she apologized, before helping me sit up.

She set me against the wall, where I could support myself. The dust was settling, and the tunnels were going quiet. There were dozens of dead flayers at either end of the tunnel, and I was the center of the armored figure’s attention.

“Back where?” I asked.

“Home,” one of them replied.

I closed my eyes and sighed. I should have expected the answer. Still, I hoped for more. Then again. Dorfs, flayers and power armor. What would I have done with this information? Was I still on earth?

“Alfofida, how’s the damage to my frame?” the blue-eyed woman asked.

One of the armored figures was bent over the armor… or was it frame? Either way, they were bent over it. Their own faceplate was up, showing me a woman, with bright green hair and eyes. She had a pair of spectacles and was turning the damaged helmet in place.

“I can fix it,” she replied with a feminine grunt. “But not here. You’ll be walking back exposed.”

“Looks like you’re playing escort duty,” one of them nodded at the blue-eyed woman. “Stick in the middle.”

“Yes Sir,” the blue-eyed woman slapped a fist to her chest.

I watched as she hurried back to the armor that Alfofida had been working on. She was short. Maybe four and a half feet tall. When she climbed into the frame, her arms and legs only came to the knees and elbows. Her feet basically into a pair of boots, while her hands went into a strange contraption. Like a pair of gloves, drawn in an exploded view for an engineering model, but with rings and wires. It reminded me of those extendable robotic arm, kids toys, but on a much more complicated scale.

She herself wore a leather outfit that hugged her body, giving a definitive hourglass figure. One that was heavily influenced by her short stature. It made me wonder if I was going to be the protagonist of some idiotic harem fantasy novel. Trapped in a land full of women. Hell, they mentioned specifically that I was of breeding age. Maybe it was going to be like that porno, turned meme of the men chained to hospital beds being milked for seed.

I shuddered softly, but shook my head. Likely I was far removed from the memories of earth’s media. There was even a chance I was still on earth, and they were entirely aware of who, or at least what, I was. Still, there was nothing I could do about it now. Shoulder a mess, leg broken, and my only hope of getting back was up a vertical climb after… Well, was the tunnel even still open? Was there a way back? Or were there other ways?

“Hey,” the blue-eyed woman leaned down over me. I flinched, not realizing she had come back, now wearing her armor. Her expression softened, and she pursed her lips. “You’re going to be okay,” she promised me. “I’m Folotelyn. What’s your name?”

“Toby,” I smiled thinly. “Toby Conner.”

“Very well, Toby,” she smiled. “I’m going to need you to climb onto my back, while my friend here,” she gestured over her shoulder at the green-haired woman who was yet to close her faceplate. “She’s going to strap you on so you don’t fall off.”

“This is going to hurt, isn’t it?” I grumped.

Folotelyn smiled. “Maybe at first. It’s a straight shot to the surface from here. We’re not going to clear the tunnel, so we can head back straight away.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” I grumbled, before using my good leg and the wall to start pushing myself upright.

Folotelyn took my good shoulder and helped me stand before moving back and turning. I hobbled forward, grimacing as my broken leg twinged with each step. Alfofida stepped in, supporting me as I saw how this was going to work. Their armor was modular, and someone had mounted a cushion to Folotelyn’s back to accompany as a seat. I would be strapped in, face to her back, like a child in a carrier.

The two women worked quickly, and I was lifted up before being strapped in. My head and arms were left free, while my broken leg was restrained in a way that it wouldn’t move. I wasn’t going anywhere, but I was surprisingly comfortable, even if I jerked in place as Folotelyn suddenly stood.

“Easy,” she called over her shoulder. “Don’t move around so much, the gyros don’t like it.”

“Right,” I nodded. “Gyros, power armor⁠—”

“Frames,” Alfofida corrected me. “Multi-platform, exoskeletal, utility defense units. These machines can be outfitted for military, utility, exploration or anything else we need. These are merely a frame for which our needs are built around. Calling them power armor would be like calling you a bag of meat.”

“Frames,” I nodded, placating the woman.

“Don’t mind her,” Folotelyn chuckled. “She’s sweet once you get to know her.”

“That’s beside the point,” Alfofida sighed as her faceplate slid down, covering her once more, before activating the mechanical voice I was used to. “Correct terminology is important. Do you remember the time⁠—”

“Quiet in the ranks!” a shout came from ahead.

Alfofida stopped speaking immediately, and I heard the mechanical footsteps as the march began.

“Important,” Alfofida grunted softly behind me.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I nodded along as Folotelyn began to march.

The tunnel, for the most part, was pretty boring once we got away from the corpses. Step by step, bump by bump, I slowly found myself drifting in and out of sleep. It had been a tough and exhilarating experience and I was feeling the aftereffects of the crash. I slumped forward against the soft padding of Folotelyn’s frame and let my mind drift.

I cast a thought towards home. Were my friends okay? What about Dean and his band of aggressive fuck-knuckles? Did they end up coming through the tunnel as well? What would happen if they got back and said I’d fallen into a shaft? Would someone come looking for me? What if they showed up in that same room, trapped with a flayer like I had been?

There were so many thoughts rolling through my mind, from the possibilities of going home, to whether or not Vanessa was in on the situation. Part of me didn’t think so, but then I wasn’t sure either. The invitation had come from her phone, and it was her car at the cave. Not that any of this mattered now. I was battered, bruised, gashed and had a broken leg. There was nothing I could do while strapped to the back of a suit of mechanical armor.

Hell, that on its own was a feat. Nothing like this had ever been built by humanity. Not properly, at least. This—wherever this was—be it earth, some subterranean world or a new one altogether. It would be at least a few weeks before I’d be able to make my way back here. Considering the wildlife, I’d need some help doing so regardless. So for now… Now I just needed to rest, and focus on making sure that wherever I ended up next, wasn’t as bad as where I came from.

“Nearly there,” I heard Folotelyn’s voice carry over.

I blinked slowly and looked up, noticing for the first time that I could see something more than the artificial light. It had an orange glow, like a sunset. I could see it on the walls. Even as I turned my head, I spotted Alfofida reach up to her shoulder lights and switch them off. I pushed myself more upright, unable to see over the large helmet before me, but I could feel a nice breeze coming over her armored shoulders.

Until finally, without warning, the sky opened above me. It was cast in deep purples and red. The clouds twisted above like a raging monster. I looked around, expecting to see the familiar desert landscape, only to shiver as a blast of cool air washed over me. There were no trees, no grass, and all I could see in all directions was rock. Tall mountains, valleys and stone spires reaching far into the sky. In the distance, I could make out what looked like birds, and perhaps mountain goats that roamed the steep slopes.

“Where are we?” I asked and got no response.

The reason was because we arrived at our destination. A large… vehicle. It looked like a snowcat, but the tracks were taller than the top of the vehicle. And it was much, much larger. Almost the size of a two-story building.

“Let’s get inside before the bugs start biting,” one of them ordered.

“Yes, sir!” Alfofida opened a panel on her armor’s wrist and did something.

The vehicle responded by lowering a large ramp at the rear, showing a spacious interior. The ramp thumped into the ground, and I was carried in. Alfofida, being the last, tapped her wrist once more, and the ramp started closing up.

“I have him,” one of the suits with the sword came over.

“Thanks,” Folotelyn held still, while I was unbuckled.

It felt strange to be hoisted up into a princess carry by an oversized suit of armor. Even more so, as I was carried to a spot off to one side that looked like some kind of nest. It was a dish made of something soft. The armor placed me within and I wriggled around to watch as my rescuers and or captors went about their business.

On either side of the door, was spaces for them to move in their armor, into a strange-looking rack. The first, with the hammer, was already getting into position. The rack squeezed down around the armor before locking down in place. Then, the armor opened, and that red-haired, red-eyed woman climbed out from inside it. She dropped to the floor before giving a stretch.

One by one, the others followed suit. Sitting their armored frames back into the wall before climbing out and stretching. Each of them… All young women. Short in stature, with a slightly stocky build and an inhumanly curvy form. Most of them had bright, neon hair and eye colors to match. Red, blue, green and pink. There was the singular exception; the spear holder. Unlike the others, her hair and eyes were the deepest black. She looked at me, and for a moment there, I was convinced she could see into my soul, before she smirked.

“He’s not bad looking, whatever he is.”

“Don’t get attached, Hanwarra,” the red-haired Dorf chided her. “We take him back. Let the elders decide what to do with him.”

“Until then, he has guest rights,” Folotelyn stepped up.

The red-haired one narrowed her eyes, only for Alfofida to step up. “She’s right Kiggaelin. He has shown no aggression. Our tenets are clear, until the elders say otherwise, he is our guest.”

Kiggaelin muttered something under her breath before huffing. “Fine. Dernorra, get something for us to eat. Alfofida, get on with repairs. Someone bathe the male.”

“Oh!” Folotelyn grinned.

“Not you!” Kiggaelin snapped. Before sighing. “Someone else, please?”

Folotelyn pouted as the angry redhead marched past the nest, casting me a wary look as she did. A sliding door shifted to one side, letting her vanish from view towards the front of the vehicle, leaving me along with the four other members of her squad.

“I suppose it’s up to me to wash the male,” Hanwarra, with the black eyes and hair, chuckled.

“No fair.” Folotelyn crossed her arms.

“Don’t get attached,” Alfofida patted her arm. “We don’t know how the elders are going to react.”

“Do I get a say in anything?” I asked, catching their attention.

They exchanged a look with one another before shaking their heads in unison.

“Great,” I slumped back in the nest, as the black-haired Hanwarra started coming closer.


CHAPTER THREE


Iwas having the nicest dream. Of glowing blue eyes. A smiling pair of lips, hovering just out of reach. A curved, womanly figure. The firm strokes of a small but callused hand, bouncing lightly on my cock gently squeezing. “Again…” I murmured. Right up, until I heard a snort, and opened my eyes. With my leg immobilized, and my shoulder bandaged, I had been pressed into the middle of this strange bed. More like a nest, it was padded, warm and designed for all the ladies to sleep in a pile. A pile, that I was the center of. Each of them, in these strange, skin-tight outfits, curled in, around or in case of the fiery-haired Kiggaelin, on me.

And that snort? Well, that was the sound she made as she blearily sat up, hand buried down my underwear, where her fingers had wrapped around my cock. Whether intentional or not, the results of my dream were clear to see and⁠—

“BASTARD!”

“OOF!” I jerked as she ripped her hand out, before punching me in the stomach.

Her scream, combined with my convulsion, knocked the rest of them into wakefulness. There were sharp yelps, thinking there was an attack, before they all lunged upward, taking a screaming Kiggaelin with them.

“GET OFF ME!” She howled. “I’ll kill him!”

“Wait!” Folotelyn got between us. “What happened?”

“He violated me!” Kiggaelin held up her hand, making all the women pause and stare at her.

“Your hand?” Dernorra, the pink haired one frowned and stepped closer.

Hanwarra turned to me. “What did you do to her hand?”

“I woke up, and she was groping me,” I grunted as my stomach ached. “Then she punched me.”

“Kiggaelin!” Folotelyn snapped.

“Why are you mad at me? He’s the one who touched me with his thing!” the red-haired woman snarled.

“We were all sleeping on him,” Alfofida spoke up. “If he’d been in a state to force you into doing this, he would have had to move.”

“Are you saying I’m lying?” Kiggaelin turned to the green-haired mechanic.

“I’m saying, you may have been mistaken,” she replied evenly, staring down her commanding officer.

Kiggaelin glared at them all, seeing no support for her claim, before shooting a furious glare at me. “Keep him away from me.”

“Yes sir,” Folotelyn said.

“Someone other than⁠—”

“Sir, your emotions are clouding your judgment,” Folotelyn stepped forward. “I am the medical officer. The male is injured. Do not let your emotions get in the way of reason. I understand you are upset, but evidence for your accusation is absent beyond your word.”

“My word should be enough!” Kiggaelin stepped up and pressed herself into Folotelyn.

It would have been erotic, if I didn’t think they were about to come to blows.

“Sir,” Dernorra placed her hand upon Kiggaelin’s shoulder. “Do you require arbitration?”

Kiggaelin pulled a face, before slowly shaking her head. “Get ready to move. I want to sleep in my own nest tonight.”

A chorus of, “Sir!” came from the rest of them. Kiggaelin shot me a look that in a fantasy novel would have killed me, before charging through the door to the cockpit.

“I should go with her,” Hanwarra sighed. “Someone save me some breakfast?”

“I’ll get on it as soon as I check Toby,” Folotelyn nodded.

“In that case, Dernorra, can you give me a hand? I spotted a hairline crack in one of your pauldrons, if I can get it off, I should be able to fix it before we get back,” Alfofida nodded to the frames.

“Works for me,” Dernorra agreed, before the two of them headed off.

I slumped back in the bed… nest… whatever it was. I laid back and let out a pained sigh, before it shifted as Folotelyn climbed back in to join me. Her hands were soft and warm as she touched my stomach.

“Do I need to be concerned about internal rupturing?” she asked.

I frowned. “Aren’t you the medical officer?”

She looked at me, then down my body and back again. “In any normal situation, I would be an expert. But you’re not a Dorf, are you?”

“No,” I answered. “Is Dorf a word for your species, or?”

“We have encountered a few other intelligent species,” she smiled. “Not often, and not in large numbers. One or two, here and there. You lack the pointed ears of the Alfs, which was my first guess.”

“Human,” I told her. “I’m human.”

“Hugh-man,” she chewed the word. “Do you require water?”

“Yes,” I nodded. “Two liters a day.”

“I don’t know what a liter is,” Folotelyn shook her head. “But I can get you a measuring jug. How exact is that number?”

“Not particularly, it’s just what we’re recommended back home,” I chuckled, before groaning as my stomach ached.

Folotelyn frowned angrily and came closer. “To have struck a guest could be considered a high crime.”

“Not her fault,” I grunted.

My blue-eyed carer looked up at me and frowned. “You did something to her hand?”

“No,” I shook my head. “It really was a misunderstanding. She was lying on me, and her hand ended up in my pants. I woke up when she did, and when she noticed what was happening, she punched me.”

Folotelyn smirked and nodded. “That’s far more believable. With your leg splinted and the rest of us clustered around, it would have been difficult for any lone male to have taken advantage of the way she was implying.”

“Is that a thing?” I asked.

“Sexual assault is a high crime,” Folotelyn eyed me cautiously. “Touching someone without consent can lead to the loss of the offending limb.”

“And accidents?” I asked, thinking of the angry red head.

Folotelyn’s expression softened. “For a man who took down a flayer, single-handedly. You have quite the soft spot.”

“I just don’t want to see someone punished for something that was an accident,” I grunted. “But I wouldn’t say no to an apology for punching me.”

Folotelyn giggled and shook her head. “That is not likely, unless her father orders it.”

I nodded and chewed that information. That almost sounded like there was at least some kind of male representation. This group were all women, and I was beginning to wonder if this was some Amazonian thing.

“So, what can you tell me about this world?” I asked.

Folotelyn smiled and nodded. “Not a lot, until we know what happens next. What I can tell you is that we are ruled by a council of elders. The leaders of our clans, and when we return home, they will decide my fate.”

“Have I done something wrong?” I asked.

Folotelyn’s smile drooped a little, and she shook her head. “That is not my place to decide.”

I saw how the question made her uncomfortable. Before I could think of a way to ease it, the floor shifted. I gripped the bed as everything rumbled, before suddenly it stilled again.

“What was that?” I asked.

“Oh, we’re moving,” Folotelyn smiled, before sighing. “I’d take you into the cockpit, but Kiggaelin would pitch a fit. Now. Diet? Are you safe to eat meat?”

“Humans are omnivorous,” I nodded.

“Wonderful, what about ore?”

I paused. “Ore?”

“Iron, potassium chloride, arsenic?”

I froze. “Ummm… Trace amounts of iron and many other elements. If you mean salt, then a bit of that for taste. Arsenic, I’m pretty sure, is toxic.”

Folotelyn nodded, then smiled. “Good, you’re educated and we seem to call things by similar names. We’ll test you on salt, and we’ll skip the arsenic infusions. Too much can build up in our bodies, too.”

“Wait, you consume arsenic?” I asked.

She nodded. “We consume small doses to make up for our lack of minerals in our diet. Eons ago, our ancestors chewed rocks. Not great for our teeth, though, so we’ve had to improvise.”

“What happens if you don’t take arsenic?” I asked.

Folotelyn shrugged. “First symptom is reduced sexual function. Most of us don’t get beyond that.”

I choked, and Folotelyn looked at me for a moment. “Have you never been with a woman?”

“I have,” I muttered nervously. “I’m just not used to women bringing it up so casually.”

She nodded. “That’s not so strange, then. My background in medicine numbs me to the more awkward facets of life. If it makes you uncomfortable, I’ll try to keep that in mind.”

“It’s fine,” I assured her. “It just surprised me. That’s all.”

“Wonderful,” she nodded. “Now, let me check your leg and those stitches, and we’ll look into getting some breakfast.”

“Great,” I sighed as she got to work.

The check wasn’t all that bad. My leg was still just my leg. She poked a bit that hurt, before nodding to herself and hurrying off to the workbench she seemed to share with Alfofida. The latter, with Dernorra, were busy prying off one of the pink Dorf’s pauldrons. I watched her scribble something down into a booklet before coming back over. I rolled onto my side, keeping my leg up as she peeled back the bandages on my shoulder.

“No signs of infection,” she nodded.

“Is that common?” I asked.

“For flayers?” she looked at me. “Frequently, yes.”

“Shit,” I swore as she went over and took some more notes.

This time, when she came back, it was with a leather bag with a spout. “Water, is this enough?”

I looked at it and shrugged, before pulling a small cork out of one end to take a sip. “Maybe. If I get thirsty, there’s no reason I can’t have more, as long as you’re happy to provide.”

“What color is your urine supposed to be?” she asked with a nod of agreement.

I choked half way through swallowing and coughed to clear my airways. She came over before giving my back a pat. And when I finally took a deep breath, it was with tears rolling down my eyes. “Fuck,” I grunted. “Wrong hole.”

“Do you often put things in the wrong hole?” Folotelyn asked.

I turned to her, and this time she smirked. With a laugh this time, I shook my head. “Human urine is supposed to be clear, or slightly yellow. Deep orange is a sign of dehydration, repeated urination is the complete opposite.”

“And do you need to urinate?” she asked.

I frowned before nodding slowly. What followed was one of the most awkward moments of my life. With all the concentration and protocols of a well-trained medic. I was transfixed by the warmth of her fingers wrapped around my cock as she held it in place. I had to stand, not wanting to risk an accident where we slept. But standing took a lot of balance under the rocking motion of the machine. The small privacy screen she erected beside the workbench was barely adequate, and I had to hold on to a pair of railings mounted onto the wall. Which meant holding the bottle, and keeping my dick in place not to spill anything, became Folotelyn’s job.

“Why is it engorged?” She asked.

I had my head pressed into the wall. Was embarrassment a way to die? Surely it was possible. There wasn’t enough blood left in my head to pink my cheeks, so surely there’d be enough for some irreversible brain damage to finish the job.

“Toby, is this something to be concerned about?” she asked, looking up at me with a worried expression.

“Only if it remains for more than two hours,” I grunted.

She frowned and tilted her head. “You can remain erect for hours?”

I chuckled at that and shook my head. “Sorry. It’s a joke. I’m trying to distract myself.”

“That seems counter-productive,” she speculated.

“Not as counter-productive as a beautiful woman with her hand around my cock,” I grunted to myself.

She froze in place and suddenly turned pink. “Oh…”

“Sorry,” I sighed. “I didn’t want to make you uncomfortable.”

“It’s fine,” she straightened slightly. “I wasn’t sure you would be attracted to someone of a different species.”

I couldn’t help but snort with amusement and shake my head. “I think you’d be hard pressed to find any hot-blooded human man who wasn’t attracted to you.”

“Oh,” she blushed and looked down. “Then… should I get one of the others then?”

“Why would that help?” I asked.

She looked at me, and I stared right back, before I groaned and pressed my face into the wall once more.

“How about I get you something to sit on and give you some privacy?” She asked, before leaving without a response.

“Kill me now,” I whispered.

It wasn’t long before she was back. In her arms was a wooden crate. With the floor shifting about, it was hard to get it down, and me on it. Then there was the problem I was going to have keeping me on it while we bounced about.

“How do you do this?” I asked.

She shrugged. “It’s easier without a penis. From what you mentioned earlier, I assume our genitals are built similarly. Female genitalia is much more stationary.”

“Fair enough,” I grunted. “How are we going to do this?”

“Just wait here. I’ll have Kiggaelin turn on the stabilizers.”

“The what now?” I asked, but received no answer as she darted off, leaving me alone once more.

Even as I stood and watched, the wooden crate slid back and forth on the floor. How Alfofida and Dernorra were coping with things, I had no idea. But I supposed they were likely used to it by now. Still, the sudden slowing of the movement drew my attention. It was subtle at first. The harsh bouncing was still there, but the side to side and back to forth reduced rather quickly. I didn’t waste the opportunity, and quickly took a seat.

Flopping myself out, I stuffed the end of my cock into the bottle and found my release. It had been worse since I had drank in bed that morning. But with everything flowing the way it should, I was feeling much better by the time Folotelyn peeked around the corner once more.

“Oh, you’re done?” she asked.

I gave myself a pinch and tucked little Toby away before handing her the bottle. She weighed it in her hand before nodding. “Your bladders are roughly the same size as ours, at least.”

“Good to know?” I chuckled in confusion.

“The disparities between our anatomy are interesting, and likely you might be spending a lot of time here,” she shrugged.

“No chance I can go back?” I asked.

“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “That will be up to the elders.”

“I mean… I can walk?” I offered.

Folotelyn giggled. “On that leg of yours?”

“After that’s healed, clearly,” I grunted.

She sighed. “After that’s healed, you’ll have to work off your debts,” she replied.

“Debts?” I frowned.

She nodded slowly. “Medical supplies, transport, failure of our mission. It’s up to the elders how they want to handle things.”

“Out of curiosity, what happens if I don’t pay my debts?” I asked.

She eyed me for a moment before nodding. “If you can’t come to an agreement, they who hold your debt may settle the matter with the elders. Denying them at that point is a good way to be labeled as a criminal. And trust me, you don’t want that.”

“No,” I deflated. “So… I’m screwed then?”

“Screwed?”

“Ah…” I thought for a moment. Not realizing that while words made sense, idioms likely didn’t. “Stuck in a hard place. Having little option. In a difficult position.”

Folotelyn smiled and gave a small nod. “It’s not all that bad,” she helped me stand, before bringing me back to the nest. “Your debt, so far, is mainly with my family.”

“Oh,” I nodded as she sat me down. “Then⁠—”

“You need to rest,” she stepped back. “I’ll let Kiggaelin know she can shut off the stabilizers. They use a lot of fuel.”

“Is that another debt?” I asked.

Folotelyn nodded slowly, and I let out a long sigh. “Great.”
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Breakfast was… strange. What looked like ramen noodles turned into a strange, sweet porridge-like meal with a bit of hot water. Said water was boiled in a pot, with a built in electric looking burner suspended from the bottom. The whole thing hung from a single chain, attached to a swing arm with a shock absorber that limited the vertical movement. It was both one of the most ridiculously over-engineered things I had ever seen, while also remaining entirely functional and practical for the use it had.

Dernorra and Alfofida sat on either side of me. While Folotelyn sat opposite me. Her legs were between my own, and the three ladies chatted about everyday things. The weather, the state of the repairs—My condition. It turned out that the faceplates for the frames were designed to be rather weak if they weren’t properly locked in place. A piece of debris had caught in the mechanism, unknown to them all, and when the flayer took hold, it found a hairline gap and applied leverage.

In the end, a few quick replacement parts, and her frame was back in order. Dernorra’s frame was worse. She had taken a boulder to the arm when the cave began to collapse, and while the armor held, it was cracked and that needed to be welded up once more. Something that couldn’t be done while it was still attached to the frame.

To my surprise, though, they didn’t bother with any fancy equipment. They held perfectly still, bracing against the workbench. Dernorra held the metal plate, while wearing thick gloves, while Alfofida welded openly, without the use of eye protection. Which seemed to be normal for them, since Folotelyn noticed the way I was squinting and came to see what was wrong.

“Something in your eye?” she asked.

“Welding flash,” I grunted as bright sparks lit up the interior once more.

Folotelyn frowned and moved to block my view. “Your eyes. Are they sensitive?”

“They can be,” I sighed. “And thank you. Looking at the flash from welding, or at the sun, can damage our vision. Those flashes were uncomfortable.”

“I see,” she nodded. “Our kind don’t have these problems.”

“That’s interesting,” I nodded. “How’s your night vision?”

“Rather poor,” she replied. “You saw our lights. Without them, we’re rather blind in the tunnels.”

“How does a tunneling race end up with such poor night vision?” I wondered aloud.

She smiled. “We weren’t always a tunneling race. We lived on the surface for countless generations. This world was hot, arid and harsh.”

“So what happened?” I asked.

“We happened,” she sighed. “As our population grew, we ran out of resources. Water being the top priority. We thought about ways to promote rainfall. That pushed our researchers into testing experimental technology that would affect the weather. One of them hypothesized using energy to create a magnetic current and push the core of our planet. His theory was that it would produce a wobble, and that would drastically change climate patterns as it shifted the orbit of the planet.”

Holy shit…

“That sounds… bad,” I muttered.

“He was entirely successful,” Folotelyn sighed. “The shift was subtle at first. Then far more dramatic. Researchers studying the effects of gravity noticed it began to fluctuate. Then the ground along with it. Mountains grew from valleys, our tallest peaks became vast flats. The topography of the whole planet shifted in just a few generations. Worse still, we discovered there were things living below the earth, and we were taken unprepared.”

“How long ago was this?” I asked.

“Since before we harnessed the ether,” she said, before nodding. “Ether is the source of our energy. It’s a strange glowing rock, from deep in the earth.”

I froze in place. “Is… Is it green? And does it decay over time?”

Folotelyn’s eyes went wide, and she shook her head. “No. I know of what you speak, it is not this. Ether is like… When lightning strikes a mountaintop, it is like that lightning is trapped in the rock. We mine it out, and use it as a concentrated energy source. All our equipment has it. The largest pieces are used to power our machines, the smaller for more mundane things, like running the lights or heating water for meals.”

“That’s… fascinating,” I nodded. “We have electricity where I come from. It’s what lightning is, but we don’t mine it. We produce it as we need it.”

“Your home must be a wondrous place,” she smiled. “To harness lightning itself. That sounds almost absurd.”

“Probably as absurd as a strange glowing rock is, for me,” I joked.

Folotelyn smiled before freezing in place as the door to the cockpit opened. Hanwarra stepped out and looked around. “Ten minutes,” she said evenly.

“Just in time,” Alfofida grinned as she stood up.

She and Dernorra carried the armor plate over to her frame and set about reattaching it, while Folotelyn fetched me a change of clothes. Just the spare shirt I found. And my pants, which the slim leg brace was able to fit within.

When the vehicle lumbered to a halt, I heard a shout from outside. There were more Dorfs out there, and Folotelyn came over to my side. She took my hand and gave me a small nod. The cockpit door slid open once more, and Kiggaelin stepped out. Ignoring me this time, she marched to the door and hit the release. Like before, the ramp lowered, showing a bleak and rocky area.

It looked a little like the old pictures of the moon, but with more jagged edges. The ground looked splintered in places, and stomped flat in others. If what Folotelyn had said about the constant seismic shifts, that was probably an accurate description. The second thing I noticed was the blast of cold air that wafted in. The ladies didn’t seem to mind, but it chilled me to my bones.

Which distracted me, just long enough that I failed to see a line of frames march into view.

“Why is he here?” Kiggaelin hissed.

“I don’t know,” Hanwarra grunted.

“Everything will be fine,” Folotelyn promised me.

She helped me up, and I stared at the armored forms before me. At the head was an elderly-looking dorf. He wore thick metal plates, woven into a vest, like a metal patchwork. His beard hung below his belt and at his side was a cleaver. What struck me the most was his jet black hair, tinged with gray, that matched his eyes. As they locked on me.

“Who is this?” he asked in a gravelly tone.

“Father, this is Toby,” Hanwarra gave a small bow.

Shit…

“We found him on our mission, during a flayer attack. He was injured, and we were forced to retreat.”

“He’s from the beyond, isn’t he?” the old Dorf strode over to me, as the others broke away to give him room. With the exception of Folotelyn, who stuck by my side, to support me.

“We believe so, Elder Obsidian,” the blue-eyed Dorf bowed slightly. “He requires more aid than I could provide.”

“That’s why you’re holding him,” Elder Obsidian nodded. “Very well. Let’s see how this plays out. It’s usually entertaining.”

“Trust me,” Folotelyn whispered in my ear, before she helped me to start walking.

The brace on my leg did a pretty good job, all things considered. It took the weight off my leg and transferred it from my ankle to my hip. It was with a heavy limp, but I was mobile, and without too much discomfort. The others came along as well, while the frames marched alongside like an honor guard.

I wanted to take a moment to look around, but there was no waiting for this. Before us was what looked like the entrance to a hidden lair or something. It was wide enough for three of the vehicles to drive through, side by side. As we walked over, I noticed there were folding plates on the floor, and I caught sight of metallic teeth, like the door slid up from below when it needed to close. But to my surprise, we halted just inside. The space was large, flat and there was a sloped ceiling at the end. As we took up position, the entire floor began to move, and I stared in wonder as we descended deep into the ground.

“If the world is so seismically unstable, how do you live underground?” I asked.

The elder gave a chuckle and turned his head. “Keep those questions for now. I’d recommend you speak only when spoken to.”

“Yes sir,” I nodded, before giving a slight bow.

The old Dorf looked at me for a moment, before his lips curled in amusement. Whatever foibles I’d shown, he didn’t seem bothered and went back to staring ahead, where the tunnel opened before us. A huge domed roof, towering buildings from floor to ceiling. Hundreds of feet tall, was all I saw, before being bundled into something that resembled a paddy wagon. It didn’t rumble or make any sounds like an engine before we were suddenly moving.

There weren’t any windows, and I had no idea where we were going. Just the gentle swaying from left to right and back until finally we came to a stop and the doors opened to let us out. Folotelyn helped me down, and we were within a brightly lit hallway that was clearly used as some kind of road. Beside us was an open doorway that we were led through without a fuss. Because within, there were the droning voices of several old men arguing.

And a single woman.

She had pink hair, and her eyes snapped up, flashing from Dernorra to me and back again. With her, was four men, all dressed similarly to Elder Obsidian. They all had unique hair and eye colors that coincided with the ladies I was with. Though they all had small tweaks. Like the pink-haired woman’s skirt, rather than pants. And the green-haired man wore a tool belt and seemed to have a half constructed contraption on his lap that contained a tiny, glowing rock. They were each in various states of shouting about something I couldn’t make out.

“Silence!” the pink-haired woman shouted, to great effect, as the room did just that. “Daughter, you have returned,” she announced firmly. “I hope it is good news.”

“Yes mother,” Dernorra bowed. “Though our news is for the elders to decide.”

That was all the excuse they needed to focus all their attention on me. Five elders. Five sets of matching hair and eye color. Elder Obsidian gave me a small nod before moving over to take the single empty chair beside a fiery red-headed Dorf.

“Speak, child,” the woman ordered.

Dernorra began reciting everything that had happened, starting before they found me. They were sent to investigate a new shaft that opened up. It was common occurrence for them to split from the earth. Some were bare and contained nothing but rock. Others held vast resources, water, ether, or other useful metals and materials. Their job was to clear the tunnels and make it safe for a prospecting team to go in afterwards. Only, they found me instead.

“Human,” the red-haired elder. “That is a name I haven’t heard in a long time.”

“You know of humans?” I asked.

The glare I received in return spoke of my death, and I shrank back, while Folotelyn squeezed my arm.

“Yes,” the man hissed. “I know of your kind. Our records show you are greedy, egotistical, violent⁠—”

“—Merciful, clever and adaptable,” the pink-haired woman ended the statement.

“You dare interrupt me?” The man turned to his fellow elder.

She regarded him for a moment before nodding. “Yes.”

He didn’t seem to have a response to that, and turned back to me. “How did you get here?”

I swallowed nervously and told them about how I’d been tricked and chased. I described falling down the shaft and waking up in a dark room. As if to prove my argument, Kiggaelin held out my flashlight and allowed me to activate it. The sight of unknown technology had the green-haired man sit a little straighter. His eager expression reminded me of Alfofida. I wondered if they were related. In fact I was assuming that these elders were related to all the women who’d found me. Or—perhaps each hair and eye color was a representation of nationality, similar to the distinctions we made for the human races.

“So you brought back a potentially dangerous, delinquent male, of questionable moral standards,” the red-haired elder sat back in his chair. “Did you think this wise, daughter?” Definitely related, I surmised.

“No, father,” Kiggaelin shook her head. “Folotelyn insisted he be given guest rights, and I thought it best to leave the matter up to you and the other elders.”

There was a rumbling at that, and the elders seemed to take the information with various expressions.

“If that is the case, I suggest we have him executed. One solitary human is not a threat, especially while not injured. But if he returns to bring others…” he trailed off.

“We should study him,” the green-haired elder disagreed. “Let me take him for a time. He could have limitless potential.”

They argued for a time. I felt dread building in my stomach. One side seemed to want to dissect me, the other wanted me dead. All I wanted to do was go home, while Folotelyn squeezed my arm even tighter.

“Then we call a vote!” the red-haired elder shouted. “All those who say to end this threat before it begins, raise your hand!” He threw his up while staring hatefully at me.

The green-haired elder shook his head, as did the pink-haired woman. Elder Obsidian chewed his lip before raising his as well. I let my head hang down as I thought of something I could do. Anything I could say? I didn’t want to die. This wasn’t fair!

“I suppose it is up to me then,” the blue-haired elder announced softly. He chewed on his words for a moment, and I looked up at him. Silently begging for this not to happen, he sighed to himself, and began to raise his hand.

“Father!” Folotelyn shouted, shocking the room.

“Daughter?” he frowned.

“This man saved my life,” she said quickly. “As such, my life belongs to him. If he is to be sentenced to death, I ask to be taken in his place.”

There was a moment of silence before the room erupted with screams and shouting.

Just what in the fucking hell had I gotten myself into?


CHAPTER FOUR


“So, what plans do you have with my daughter?” The elder Dorf asked in a soft tone.

When I glanced up at him, the expression on his face was blank. Like a statue. I had the feeling he was still weighing up the options of having me killed. Even as Folotelyn clung to my side.

We were in another carriage. This one, while the same size as the others, was nicer on the inside. The chairs were softer though… They were still a little on the small side. The man before me was broad, but… Well I towered over him and felt like I was looking down, which didn’t help things.

“I have no plans, sir,” I answered truthfully.

“I don’t know whether to be offended by your lack of awareness or humbled by your attempt at⁠—”

“Father!” Folotelyn hissed. “That is enough!”

He looked at his daughter, who still remained at my side. The old man nodded. “Very well, daughter. What do you suggest?”

She shifted slightly before clearing her throat. “He requires aid⁠—”

“As your bond holder, he shall have it. That is the least of my concerns right now,” he answered quickly.

“Then he requires a way to pay back what he owes the clan,” Folotelyn announced.

The elder chewed on her words for a moment before turning to me. “Do you have any useful skills?”

“Umm…” I frowned. “I don’t know. My world is very different from yours. I can cook up a mean grilled cheese,” I joked.

The man’s eyes narrowed, and Folotelyn shifted. “He explored caves,” she said softly. “Perhaps he could do so again?”

“He’d need a frame,” the old man shook his head. “If your plan was to help his debts, that would only make things worse.”

“Elder Malachite wanted to examine him,” Folotelyn pushed. “Perhaps… this could be a good move politically.”

The old Dorf sat back in his chair and stroked his beard. “That is a… decent suggestion. Would he even be able to wear a frame?”

“Do I need a frame?” I asked.

The two Dorfs looked at me before frowning.

It was the elder who spoke first. “This is the situation, Toby. Your medical costs will be extensive. Hard labor for several years would earn your release, so long as you did not injure yourself once more. A safer position would require more years served. As my youngest daughter has pointed out, the potential for you to dive a cave could end your debt with a single, lucky run. With or without the cost of a frame.”

“Father is speaking the truth, but he is not saying it all,” Folotelyn whispered, earning a harsh glare from her father. She pressed on, though, with a sigh. “Dives often end in failure. Usually they are empty, or simply too dangerous to map out fully. It is rare to find a cave with the proper incentive to secure and mine.”

The elder sighed before nodding. “She is not incorrect. And I cannot blame her for speaking against me, given her current situation.”

“So you’re giving me the option of a hard life for a few years, a soft life for many more. Or a risky one that could either make or break me?” I asked.

“That is certainly one way to put it,” the elder frowned.

“Then why allow your daughter to dive?” I asked.

“It was my decision,” Folotelyn interrupted. “I… and the others. We made a pact that together we could help our people.”

“It was… more political than that,” the elder frowned.

“Not to us,” Folotelyn protested softly.

“Wait,” I had figured this out earlier, the hair and eye color were a pretty good clue, but it was better I confirmed it. “All of you, are daughters of the elders?”

Folotelyn nodded. “Third in line for our clans. We decided it was the best way we could contribute to furthering our people.”

This was some political shit… Which meant me being here was political. Which meant that both sentencing me to death, and saving my life, were political. Fucking politics…

“Okay,” I nodded. “So, say I wanted to dive. What then?” I asked.

“You won’t be doing anything until that leg of yours is healed,” Folotelyn murmured.

I let out a small sigh. “I guess that would be the point no matter what, wouldn’t it?”

Folotelyn glanced at her father, who scratched his beard once more. “I’m sure we could find something for him to do for a few days.”

Days?
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The architecture of this place was something straight out of a fantasy book. Despite their stature, any building designed to impress was larger than necessary. The doors, the walls, the ceiling. It was all designed to be grand. So despite the tallest of the Dorfs still being almost a foot shorter than me, I didn’t feel like I was being squeezed in anywhere.

Folotelyn’s home was built right into the wall. She explained as she helped me inside that each generation had carved out a new section for their family to expand. At first, it was grand suites, extra floors and living quarters. But as the older generations began to perish, the demand for more space dwindled. Now it was more common to carve out a single room. Somewhat as a punishment, and a learning experience for youth, Folotelyn proudly displayed the large bedroom she had finished before reaching adulthood.

“I still can’t believe you carved this all by hand,” I smiled as I looked around.

The ceiling was domed for support and the walls had stylistic pillars carved in place. Tapestries hung from the walls in place of windows, though I could detect an air current from some strange filtration system built into the room. Her room was large, but closer in size to a small apartment, than some opulent living quarters for a princess.

A main area contained a sitting area around a fireplace that crackled with… it wasn’t actually wood. It looked like burning rocks, and despite creating heat, provided no smoke or scent. Around it were a pair of armchairs, with a small shelf between them, positively covered in books.

Then, up a small rise, a privacy screen was pulled out, covering a sleeping area. Which, to my surprise, was a nest, like the one we all slept in on the way to the city. Only this one contained far more cushions and furs. A set of shelves and racks were carved into the wall behind the bed, where I could see several sets of clothing. More of the skin-tight outfits, along with various dresses, gowns and… undergarments.

“This way,” Folotelyn continued on, bringing me with her.

Unlike the thin privacy screen, this time there was an entire stone wall separating the next chamber. There was a step to move over, and its presence made sense as I saw what was on the other side.

“If you need to relieve yourself, there’s a privy through that doorway,” she pointed off to one side. “Unless you need that, I always find after a mission, a good bath always helps loosen things up.”

“Right,” I nodded slowly, still confused about all this.

And that confusion doubled. When I spotted the skin-tight jumpsuit that Folotelyn had been wearing, drop to the floor beside me.

“We’re going to have to take the brace off when you’re in the water,” she said, pressing herself into my side.

I felt nothing but bare flesh and blushed furiously as she led me to the bath. But…

“Wait, what?”

“We braced your leg over your clothing. To get that clothing off, we’ll need to remove the brace. Without help, this will be easier in the water where your weight will be supported.”

I whimpered softly as she led me to the edge of the bath. There was a set of steps leading down, and I followed along, trying to rationalize what was happening. The water was hot, not scalding hot, but hotter than I initially expected. The how and the why it was already full of water eluded me. A lot of things did, but it was the least of my concerns as Folotelyn’s hands gripped the edge of my shirt and began to lift.

I almost tried to fight it, but decided against it. If I fell, I could be in trouble, but… maybe I could talk her out of this. As my shirt came over my head, I turned and swallowed as I caught sight of her in all her nude glory.

Wide, firm hips. Enough muscular definition to remind me she was stronger than she looked, and likely more active than I was. Her perky breasts caught my eye just as much as the thin patch of blue pubic hair between her legs.

“I thought you said you’d been with a woman before. You’re staring at me like I’m something new.”

“Sorry,” I winced and looked away. “I… Yeah. Sorry.”

“Next thing, you’re going to tell me that I’m even more distracting nude than I was last time,” she huffed as she brought me further into the water.

“Umm,” I frowned, agreeing with her statement entirely.

She either didn’t understand, or chose not to respond as she lowered me to the stairs. I tried to ignore her and failed miserably as I spotted the shape of her ass as she swam around to my front. While standing at the bottom of the pool, she took my braced leg and began to work the contraption.

“Now hold still. This is going to come off, then your pants. And then the brace is going back on again.”

“Okay,” I nodded, dreading this already.

She worked quickly, detaching the brace. My leg ached a little with it off, but not enough to bother me terribly. She then reached up and started to work at my pants. I held myself still, before she got the button and the zip down. I had helped the first time when I needed to relieve myself, and she had remembered how to do it herself this time around. With my pants undone, she reached up and took hold of the waistband.

With a small tug, I flinched as she yanked my pants and underwear down in the same motion. Which allowed my cock to spring out and smack her in the chin. Folotelyn yelped and pulled back for a moment, as her eyes locked on my erection.

“S-sorry,” I stammered and tried to cover myself.

“It… It’s nothing,” she nodded to herself.

She cleared her throat and went back to my ankles. It was a little awkward as she pulled my pants off around my feet before tugging them right down. I tried to think of anything. The color of the rocks I could see. Perhaps I could identify them. I thought of sports and whether or not this world would kill me. Anything to distract me from the cartoonishly attractive woman currently stripping me naked in the bath. Until finally, she had the brace back on my leg.

“There we go,” she smiled. “Now… I just need to clean you.”

“What?” I whimpered.

“You’re going to struggle to reach everything while you’re injured,” she insisted softly, even as she began to blush heavily. “So… I’ll help.”

Needless to say, by the time she was helping me into a dry change of clothes, I was rather uncomfortable. She was as professional as possible. But honestly, she could have been as hateful as Kiggaelin and it still wouldn’t have mattered. Little Toby didn’t give a rat’s ass. It knew what it wanted and didn’t at all enjoy being ignored. Much to my discomfort at the angry, blue-balled throbbing I was now experiencing.

“I’m glad that worked,’ she smiled, holding up the top half of one of her skin-tight suits.

“So am I,” I agreed, despite my raging discomfort.

We had nothing that would fit me properly. Not yet, at least. My clothing would be just another debt to pay. For now, though, she decided to make me some underwear. To achieve this, the skin-tight outfits she wore were designed to be elastic and skintight. So by cutting it off at the waist, she was able to make me a rather comfortable pair of briefs that hugged and supported everything it needed to. Lucky too. Despite my larger frame, the lady had hips to die for to make up for it.

“Do male Dorfs usually wear these too?” I asked.

“If they are trained to use a frame, yes,” she nodded.

Great. I wasn’t just wearing women’s underwear then.

“So, tell me more about what’s going to happen, then?” I asked her. “What can I expect? What will my expectations be? How do you fit into all this, and what is going to happen going forward?”

Folotelyn nodded, then took a deep breath. “Well… My father will vouch for you. He will probably begin talks with Elder Malachite. Their clan is the best suited for experimental technology, like making a frame in your size.”

“Do all the clans have a unique role?” I asked.

Folotelyn nodded. “For the most part. We, the Kyanite’s, are healers. Lucky for you,” she smiled. “The Malachite Clan are responsible for research and development. Any new technology or advancements comes from them. Not to say inventions can’t come from anywhere else. But they do the bulk of the scientific work.” She cleared her throat and continued. “Obsidian are the warriors. If our people are under threat, their clan trains from a young age to fight. Our people were saved from extinction twice in history thanks to their dedication. The last two are… complicated.”

“Dernorra’s mother, and Kiggaelin’s father?” I confirmed.

Folotelyn sighed and gave a small nod. “They were originally one clan. The four great clans of our history. But… I mentioned the great threats Obsidian saved us from?”

“Yes,” I frowned, guessing where this was going.

“Garnet Clan was responsible for the most recent. They, against the advice of all others, chose to advance a fight rather than defend what was ours. He chose violence when we should have sued for peace. It cost us dearly, and the wife, Elder Spinel’s ancestor, left her husband because of it. There was a great rift, and she refused to return home, choosing instead to remarry and form her own clan from her supporters. At the time, it was considered a great insult and if Garnet had more support, they likely would have destroyed her for it.”

“Wow,” I frowned. “They seemed tense, so that makes sense.”

“Yes, well…” Folotelyn shrugged. “Garnet reestablished themselves as the spiritual leaders of our kind. And Spinel, our historians.”

“So Garnet are in charge?” I frowned.

“No,” Folotelyn smiled. “Though they like to think so. The expedition team I was involved in was Kiggaelin’s idea.”

“That’s why she was in charge,” I nodded. “What were you supposed to accomplish?”

“The same as any dive team,” she smiled. “We went out, tracking seismic activity, looking for fresh tunnels to open. When we found them, we went in to see if there was anything of value.”

“Is it safe to enter the tunnels if the ground shifts so much?” I asked, remembering I had asked a similar thing in front of Elder Obsidian.

“Not at all,” Folotelyn chuckled. “Which is one of the reasons Malachite is so well respected. They found a way to use the Ether to project a field that freezes the rock in place. The ground can shift, shake and do as it pleases. Where we have installed our supports remains stable. Our kind wouldn’t have advanced as far as we have without them.”

“The weird pillars in the tunnel,” I nodded.

“Yes,” she smiled at me. “We bring a heap and set them in the tunnels to keep a section of it safe. Then explore the branches as quickly as possible. If we find anything of value, we send for help and they bring more supports.”

“Wait, we left them all behind?” I frowned.

“Our next mission will probably be to retrieve them,” Folotelyn shrugged. “It’s expensive technology and she will probably be punished for abandoning them already.”

“That…” I frowned. “That’s not right.”

“No,” Folotelyn smiled at me. “It’s not. You’re absolutely right.”

I sighed. “Okay, so I understand what you were doing when you found me. What happens next?”

She gave a small shrug. “Find you some clothes, a meal perhaps. Then… I guess we’re off to our healers to see what we can do about your leg.”

I nodded slowly. If they could do something to speed up the healing process, I’d be extremely impressed. But that apparently was still a while away.

To my surprise, most of what she had described was already in the works. When she sent off my wet clothing to be washed, someone took the measurements and began working on a simple outfit for me to wear. It took a few hours, but when it was delivered, I was pleasantly surprised by it. The shirt was loose fitting, and the pants tied up around the sides to make it possible to wear the brace under it. Then, to match it up, it came with a heavy cloak that… only came to my knees.

“That… works,” Folotelyn smirked as she slipped into a heavy dress while looking at the way I swished the cloak around like a cape.

“I look strange, don’t I?” I grunted.

She nodded and let out a giggle. “It’s fine. A quick change of clothes is easy to make. Shoes and a cloak to keep you warm will take some more time. They’ll probably have the rest of your outfit ready tomorrow.” She threw a cloak over her own shoulders before coming over to me. “Come on. The healers aren’t far. Just tell me if your leg starts to hurt, and I’ll organize some transport.” My stomach rumbled, making the short woman heading towards me smile. “And we’ll do something about getting you fed.”

“Thanks,” I chuckled, as she slipped under my arm.

The walk wasn’t particularly long. It turned out that the healer she was taking me to, resided in an extended section of her home. Just an older section that opened into a different part of the underground city. Though, as we stepped outside of her ancestral home, I was finally given my first proper look at the city. The whole place was a massive cavern. Pillars rose to the ceiling, supporting it in place. Those pillars, though, were wide enough to be skyscrapers. I could see lights coming from the hundreds of windows on each one, twinkling as Dorfs moved about. There were even gondolas moving between them, and platforms working like elevators moving up and down. It was like watching a city at night from the distance, only… without a true skyline.

“Beautiful, is it not?” Folotelyn asked.

“It is,” I agreed. “What are the pillars for?” I asked.

“Mostly housing,” she shrugged. “Those with lower standing in our society live in the less desirable places. Though there is one exception.” She turned me to face a pillar at the far end. It was brighter than the others and had a lot more equipment suspended from the top. “That is the home of Elder Spinel,” she nodded. “They claimed that entire pillar for themselves.”

“Do they need the space?” I frowned as she started to lead me on between some stone buildings where Dorfs were moving crates back and forth.

“Most of it was for defense,” she shrugged. “At least at first. They filled the lower levels with soldiers, armaments, and enough supplies to last through a sustained siege. It was one of the reasons they were left alone. The cost to destroy them was too high, and at the time, our people were suffering from tragic losses. We couldn’t justify the cost of lives on either side to do anything. And by the time we could, order had reestablished and there was no longer a need.”

I nodded at that before the outside world vanished from view. She led me into a small looking room, where a young Dorf man bowed politely to the two of us as we walked past.

“Just taking him to see Grandmother,” Folotelyn told the clerk.

“Grandmother?” I frowned.

“Be polite,” she nudged me as she brought me down the hall and into a large room. There was a single stone platform in the center of the room. And what looked like some doomsday laser weapon suspended above it? The machine glistened with metal and jewels, and for the first time, I could physically see the ether in something useful. The strange glowing rock that encrusted the whole thing glinted and distracted me as a figure turned to examine us.

“Foly,” a voice cackled. “I was told to expect you.”

“Grandmother,” Folotelyn smiled as she helped me over to her.

The old Dorf stood and looked me over before turning to Folotelyn. “He’s a strong one, isn’t he?”

“He saved me, Grandmother. From a flayer,” she smiled.

“So I heard,” the old woman beamed, before turning to face me. “And you have my eternal thanks for saving my favorite grandchild.”

“Grandmother,” Folotelyn complained.

“Hush,” she shook her head. “I’m too old to care about the familial politics. I’ve told your father this often enough.”

“It’s still impolite to state the fact,” Folotelyn sighed. “Besides, we’re here for Toby. Not for me.”

“Ha,” she chuckled and shook her head. “I can do both. Get him on the table.”

“Under the giant death ray?” I frowned.

The old woman looked at me, then at the device, and grinned. “Yup.”

I rolled my eyes while Folotelyn giggled and helped me to the table. It was honestly just a stone platform. No pillows, no padding, though from the streaks on its polished surface, I could tell it was cleaned regularly. Folotelyn helped me lay upon the platform, and I stared up at the machine.

“You might want to close your eyes for a moment,” she smiled at me.

“Is this going to hurt?” I frowned.

She shook her head and petted my shoulder. “You mentioned bright flashes can hurt you. This will be like that.”

I nodded and closed my eyes as Folotelyn and her grandmother began talking nearby. I wasn’t sure what was going on until the whole room lit up. And I knew this, because I could see the outline of the machine, even with my eyes closed. I froze in place, not knowing what was going on, until finally the light dimmed.

“That’s it!” Folotelyn called as she approached. “How are your eyes?”

“Fine,” I blinked, seeing a bright outline. “What was…”

I frowned as I looked over, and hovering beside me was a three-dimensional image of my body, being projected from the machine hanging above me. It showed me in my outfit, before the old woman waved her hand and made that vanish. I saw her glance down at my nude form before doing something again, and suddenly my body was a skeleton. Showing exactly what my broken leg looked like.

“Clean break,” she scratched her chin. “It should heal well. I can already see it starting. You have done well,” she nodded at Folotelyn.

“Thank you, Grandmother,” she smiled brightly.

The old woman turned back to the hovering image and did something that brought my organs into view. She examined it, before adding in my muscles. It was fascinating to see this all happen. I wasn’t sure if I was going to die shortly of radiation poisoning, but the imagery was cool. The old woman examined everything and frowned, before turning to me.

“Your genitals? Are they behaving abnormally?”

I froze and glanced at Folotelyn, who turned to face me as well. “Ummm… no.”

“Are you sure?” the old woman turned back to the image. “I can see here that there seems to be some stress. A buildup of some kind. Here, you can clearly see there is an engorgement in the blood vessels in the testicles. Is this not uncomfortable?”

I groaned and shook my head. “Why me?”

“Young man, I am a medical professional. I need to understand this situation. It may be dangerous. There is always the possibility you will become exposed to something in our world that could cause this, and I need to understand what is causing it, so that I might treat it.”

I slapped a hand to my forehead and let out a pained grunt. “Arousal.”

The old woman frowned, then looked at Folotelyn for an answer she couldn’t supply. “You are in pain due to arousal?”

“Sustained arousal,” I sighed, not wanting to look at either of them. “We call it blue balls where I come from. It means that I was aroused by something, and was not relieved of my arousal, so the sensation builds up over time and yes, I’m uncomfortable.”

“And what caused this arousal?” The old woman gave me a level stare.

“God, kill me now,” I whispered. “I am surrounded by women who are… not traditionally attractive to my kind. But… to certain subsets of my species, women of your kind are extremely attractive.”

“You have bathed,” the old woman nodded. “I assume you bathed with him?”

“Yes, grandmother,” Folotelyn nodded.

“Wonderful, he’s talking about you then,” she smiled. “Be a dear, Foly. And stimulate his genitals until release. I would recommend using your mouth. He is free of disease.”

“Of course⁠—”

“Now wait just a minute!” I snapped and pushed myself upright. “No! This… no!”

“I don’t see a problem,” the old woman frowned at me. “You find her attractive, yes?”

“Of course…” I froze. “That’s not the point. I’m perfectly capable of doing this on my own. I’m a guest here and I don’t understand the full ramifications of what is going on. Asking your granddaughter to do what you just did is not the way I would want to approach any woman.”

Folotelyn’s grandmother stared at me for a moment before nodding. “I see I have made a few errors in judgment. Foly, have you explained your situation to him yet?”

“No, grandmother,” she blushed.

The old woman nodded. “I believe you should hasten that conversation. In the meantime, Toby. Would you care for a towel? If you are anything like our men, the results can be messy.”

I slumped back on the stone platform and let out a long sigh. “How about we just focus on the leg for now?”


CHAPTER FIVE


Honestly, I thought the casual mention of getting a blowjob by Folotelyn’s grandmother, to be the greatest thing on my mind. Performance anxiety was a whole other level. And with my humiliation firmly in place, it was finally decided to look at my leg. Folotelyn looked as uncomfortable as I was, while she removed the towel I was handed. Her grandmother shook her head and huffed as she came back into the room, but held her comments to herself. She was adamant that my ‘condition’ required treatment, but that… well, that just wasn’t happening.

We broke for lunch, while Folotelyn and her grandmother discussed options. I only caught every second sentence. All the talk of ether blooms, forced conjection and other terms just went right over my head. Folotelyn, at least, seemed to understand my concern about all this, and made sure to sit beside me on the stone bench as our food was delivered by the Dorf who had been manning the front counter.

Whatever I was expecting, it wasn’t Swedish meatballs… I frowned as I picked at them. Our eating utensil was a metal spike, slightly larger than a toothpick. With them was a sauce that had Folotelyn freeze in her tracks.

“Don’t eat that,” she snatched it away.

“What’s wrong?” Her grandmother asked.

“Arsenic,” she responded quickly. “It’s toxic.”

The old woman blinked in shock, then turned to me. “Is this true?”

“Yeah,” I nodded. “Contact, inhalation or consumption. In varying doses.”

“I’ll make a note,” she frowned. “I’ll also consult your scans. Ensure there is nothing else that will cause you harm during your stay.”

“Thank you,” I smiled.

The old woman cackled and shook her head. “Don’t thank me yet. This is going to go towards your debt.”

Folotelyn gave me a shy smile, and I nodded in acceptance. Getting sick would likely be worse in the long run. Especially from something as dumb as food poisoning.

“I need a job,” I chuckled. “How large is this debt, exactly?”

“That depends on how hard it is to fix that leg of yours,” the old woman smiled.

I nodded at that and turned back to my meal. “So, this is safe, right?”

“Without the sauce,” Folotelyn nodded.

“I’ll make sure we have something set out this evening for you,” her grandmother smiled at me.

I nodded at that, and bit down into the meat. It was sharp, like aged cheddar. The meat was both firm, and melted in my mouth, dissolving delightful flavors over my tongue that I couldn’t identify. I must have made a face or something, because both the ladies were watching me.

“Sorry,” I shrugged. “It’s really good.”

“I’ll write you the recipe,” the old woman smiled.

“REALLY?!” Folotelyn spun towards her.

Her grandmother chuckled and gave a small nod. “I think it’s time.”

Whatever she meant by that, Folotelyn blushed furiously and turned to her meal. Despite my confusion, and the obvious drama going on. She ate with almost as much enthusiasm as I did. Only she dipped every second bite into the sauce that I was now regretting having to set aside.

When our meal was over, I was brought into a different room. This one—rather than the death ray—had a series of strange looking tubs and tubes set in racks around the room.

“This is going to be cold,” her grandmother stated. “So just relax, and we’ll get it off you in a day or two.”

“Okay,” I nodded, and she got to work.

The ladies had me strip off my pants before they took a few measurements. That told them which sized tube they needed and I was fascinated as they fit it around my leg, covering from my ankle to just above my knee. Folotelyn blushed as she refused to look at me, while activating what felt like a rubber ring at the bottom near my ankle. It swelled, creating a seal around my leg, while her grandmother checked the measurements.

“The brace needs to come off,” the old woman huffed.

“We can’t makeshift something?” Folotelyn asked. “He won’t be able to move around.”

“Unfortunately, that might have to be the case,” the old woman nodded, before looking at me with a frown. “The braces are multi-purpose. It fits you well enough, because they’re also used in emergency construction. But it’s longer than the chamber, and that will prevent a proper seal.”

“Great,” I sighed. “Do you have a wheelchair or something?”

“Wheelchair?” the old woman frowned.

I nodded. “Take a chair, put two large wheels on it. Make them thin to save weight, but then add a rim you can grab ahold of. Then put two smaller wheels on the front. Now you’ve got a chair that someone can sit on and push themselves around if they can’t use their legs for some reason.”

The two of them stared at me for a moment, before Folotelyn turned to her grandmother. “Would that work?”

“It’s a fascinating concept,” the old woman pondered aloud. “Would you be willing to help with its design?”

“Of course,” I agreed.

“You will be properly compensated,” Folotelyn added.

I stopped, then grinned. “All the better then.”

With that in mind, the ladies got to work, and I lay back and let them. My brace was removed, and I felt the discomfort of the bones shifting in my leg as they got everything settled. A top ring was installed and sealed before a hose was attached and a strange glowing liquid was pumped in. That felt like ice on my skin, and Folotelyn squeezed my hand when I yelped at the sudden shock of it.

It was probably only a few minutes in all, before I was left frowning at the metal canister strapped to my leg. The cold had turned to a strange numbness, and I could feel odd twinges. Not exactly painful, but enough to tell me something was going on, and when I raised the question, both ladies informed me that it was normal. Which… well, that was better than abnormal, I suppose. Broken legs were… what? Six weeks? Longer? They were talking about just a few days. But then they didn’t know what a wheelchair was? Perhaps that was a symptom of whatever medical advancements they had. Only a small population would take a terribly long time to recover, and none had thought of it.

In the end, I decided it didn’t matter. I was handed a cane that was tall enough to go under my armpit, and Folotelyn helped take my weight while we made the slow trip back to her home.

“How does it feel?” she asked.

“Fine,” I admitted. “The twinges are distracting.”

“Not that,” she sighed. “The… other thing?”

“Other—oh…” I choked. “I’m fine. Really.”

“Are you sure?” she asked.

“I’m sure,” I persisted. “This… Look, in my world, before a man and a woman do that. We get to know each other first. Make sure it’s something we both want.”

She was silent for a few awkward steps before nodding her head. “Very well. I understand.”

“Good,” I sighed in relief.

Our trip back to Folotelyn’s room was rather uneventful. With my condition, it was difficult to get anywhere. In the end, I found myself laying in her bed. It was a little awkward with my leg. Without the brace, I needed to have it propped up where I wouldn’t move or knock it. That meant Folotelyn had to bring a small stool into the bed and prop everything up with cushions. I took up an awful lot of room, but it worked, and I was rather comfortable.

“Do you listen to music in your world?” she asked.

I nodded. “We have all kinds. Music is probably the greatest form of expression we have.”

She smiled, then took a deep breath, and began a soft lament. Her voice was raw, but it entranced me as she got into it. There was no music, just her voice, but in the stone room, it echoed, drowning out all else. She sang of hope, and of a future. Love, and a family. Before finally touching on death. Quiet, at home, surrounded by those she held dearest. And as the final notes of her song began to fade, we heard a soft clapping.

Folotelyn froze in place, before glancing towards the open doorway, where a slightly older version of her stood.

“Forbawynn,” she squeaked. “How long have you been standing there?”

“Enough to hear the ending,” the Dorf giggled. “I wanted to meet the man who saved my little sister.”

Folotelyn blushed and sat up before giving her sister a wave. “Come in then. This is Toby.”

“Toby?” Forbawynn frowned. “Such a short name, for a tall people.”

“We have longer names as well,” I chuckled. “Toby is short for Tobias, not that it’s much longer.”

“Tobias,” Forbawynn nodded. “That sounds better. More regal, don’t you think, Foly?”

“I like Toby,” she blushed, making her sister laugh.

“It’s good to see you’re taking this well,” Forbawynn smiled. “Father is making an announcement tonight.”

“Tonight?” Folotelyn winced.

“Tonight,” her sister nodded. “I suggest you get something nice to wear.”

“Right,” Folotelyn glanced at me. “I need you to speak to someone. Will you be okay here?”

“You won’t be long, I can wait with him,” Forbawynn smiled.

“Thank you sister,” Folotelyn nodded, before rushing from the room.

Her older sister seemed to pause for a moment, before nodding to herself. When she turned to me, the polite smile was plastered on her face. But it held a slight edge to it that made me nervous.

“Human,” she said.

“That’s me,” I smiled.

“What are your relationships like?” She asked.

“Relationships?” I frowned. “Am I missing something⁠—”

“Yes,” she said authoritatively. “You are woefully unprepared for what you and my sister have done. I am the future matriarch of this family, and the actions of my father will persist beyond his death. Despite that, I wish for my sister to be happy. I need you to understand that should you cause her harm, I will find a way to end you. Am I understood?”

“I don’t want to hurt her,” I replied softly. “I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

“My father mentioned you killed a flayer with your bare hands.”

“Pure luck,” I shuddered. “I was terrified. It jumped on her from behind, and I watched it happen. I saw my chance, and I jumped on its back. I’m no hero. I ended up in this place because I was running away from a group of guys trying to hurt me and fell down a hole.”

She stopped and nodded to herself. “So you’ve a spine where it counts, but understand the importance of a tactical retreat?”

“I… I guess,” I frowned in confusion at her change in tone. “Look. People on my world come in all types. Some of them are bastards, some of them aren’t.”

“And which are you, Tobias?” She asked, looking me in the eye.

I shrugged. “I’ve honestly never thought of it. But… I guess if I’m treated the way I think I deserve, then I’ll do the same. If I’m treated badly…” I let that sentence linger.

Forbawynn sighed and gave a small nod. “I don’t know what the future holds, human Tobias,” she said softly. “Folotelyn forced our father into a difficult position, and our family has lost some sway with the other clans. I don’t hold it against her, but others will, and you, in turn.”

I nodded as her words sank in. “Thank you for the warning.”

She smiled at that. “Are you an educated man, Tobias?”

“As educated as many in my world,” I shrugged. “If you mean, can I read and write, yes. I can count and do basic arithmetic. I’m not sure how else I’d quantify my education.”

“You’re far too honest,” she sighed. “It would almost be better for you to pretend to be a fool. At least then they’d underestimate you.”

“Who?”

She squinted slightly before letting out a grunt. “Everyone.”
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“How is it?” Folotelyn looked me over. “Comfortable?”

“Better than anything I’ve ever worn before,” and that wasn’t even an embellishment.

The fabric was heavy, but not scratchy or firm. I couldn’t feel any seams, and it hung perfectly off my frame without pulling or tugging anywhere. Along with the shoes that were made wide enough in the toe that they didn’t pinch. Well, I was feeling pretty fantastic… sans the metal canister on my leg.

Folotelyn was wearing a gown, seemingly made of the same material. It hugged her form, while pushing up her bust. She looked like a cross between a fairytale princess and a regal queen.

“Wonderful,” she smiled, before licking her finger, and using her spit to push back an errant hair from my forehead. “Now, you’ll need to lean on me. It’s just dinner, but if father is making an announcement, first impressions are best impressions.”

“We have a similar mentality back home,” I chuckled. “I’ll do my best.”

“Thank you,” she smiled. “Now, we better get moving, or we’ll be late.”

I nodded slowly and thought about what her older sister had told me. There was more going on than I knew. And Folotelyn was likely the only person I could trust. After all… I slept in her bed. If I couldn’t trust her, I couldn’t trust anyone.

With the beautiful, blue-haired Dorf at my side, we made our way out of her room and down a few familiar looking halls. Before long, I was completely lost, and was simply along for the ride as I hobbled along. At least, until I spotted a pair of guards standing at the end of a hallway.

“Your father is already inside,” one of the guards bowed.

I noted they hadn’t used an honorific. Either that wasn’t a thing here outside of the elders, or there was something else going on. This was all too complicated for my liking. But there was little I could do about it now.

The second guard, who hadn’t spoken, opened the door and Folotelyn helped me inside, where I let my eyes dance over the extravagant display before me.

There was no gold, to my surprise. Everything looked as if it had been carved from stone before being trimmed and impregnated by a pale blue stone.

“Kyanite,” I grinned. “All the clans are named after the minerals themselves.”

“I thought that would have been obvious,” a masculine voice chortled.

I turned and spotted a young male Dorf. He had a dagger on his hip, while wearing armored shoulder pads similar to that of Elder Obsidian. I hadn’t spotted him, as he leaned on the wall behind the door we had entered.

“Yabreal, there is no need for your derision,” Elder Kyanite frowned.

“No derision was present, father,” Yabreal denied. “I simply found his statement amusing.”

Yeah… Fuck this guy.

“Tobias,” I offered my hand.

“Right,” he looked at my hand for a moment, before taking it.

I expected him to squeeze, he seemed that type. I took it anyway. This guy was going to measure his dick one way or another. The only real surprise, though, was how easily I matched him. He had a glint in his eye that faltered as he realized I wasn’t being harmed by his actions. It was… strange. I was larger than he was. But being so stocky, I thought they likely would match me for sheer strength, at the very least.

“Yes,” Yabreal nodded and pulled his hand back. “Well, let me be the first to… congratulate you on your victory.”

“Yabreal, enough,” Elder Kyanite warned him once more. “I will make the announcement when everyone else arrives.”

“As you wish, father,” the cocky shithead turned his back on me.

Folotelyn let out an angry huff, and I patted her shoulder in response.

“Folotelyn. Tobias is to take your position. You may sit beside him,” her father instructed calmly.

“Thank you, father,” Folotelyn nodded, before giving me a slight smile.

The only thing I could think of was how wonderful it was to see familial politics at the dinner table. This night was going to drag.

She led me to a seat just down from her father. There were three seats between me and the end of the table where Elder Kyanite sat. On the other side of the table, Yabreal took the second seat from his father before giving me a small wink. I would have to assume he was posturing or something. Lucky for me, I just… didn’t give a shit. Especially when I had to squeeze into the thing. The table was uncomfortably low, and I had to stretch out a little underneath to fit. Making me feel like I was sitting at a kids’ table.

There were dozens of other seats as well. And more set to smaller tables around the room. Whatever was going on, I figured it had to be big. When the doors opened next, the familiar sight of Forbawynn emerged, with a Dorf at her side, who had green hair. He met my eyes for a moment and gave a small nod as she led the two of them over to sit on my side of the table. She was opposite her brother, while the male with her sat down beside me.

“You must be Tobias,” he offered me a polite handshake. “I’m Rarrouth. Don’t hold my hair color against me. My family hasn’t been with Malachite in centuries.”

I took his hand and gave it a shake. His grip, while firm, wasn’t the obvious machismo display that Yabreal had displayed. “Nice to meet you, Rarrouth.”

“And how is Folotelyn today?” He leaned around me to see her.

“I’m well,” Folotelyn smiled. “Toby here is responsible for that. I’m sure you know.”

“I did, yes,” he smiled. “But it’s still good to hear it from your own mouth.”

“I’m well,” Folotelyn repeated softly, with a nod.

Rarrouth nodded before giving me a nudge. “Speak when spoken too, answer questions politely and with as few words as possible, but don’t be rude. Everything will be fine.”

“Rar,” Forbawynn growled softly.

“Yes, my sparkling jewel?” he turned to her, immediately changing her mood from heated, to flustered.

“Stop it,” she nudged him. “And don’t scare him.”

“Never my intention,” he sniffed, as if offended. “If someone had told me that on the day I had my first dinner, things would have gone much better.”

Folotelyn giggled, and I spotted the man grin. I wasn’t entirely convinced. There was a lot of politics going on here. He could as easily try to be my friend out of concern as he was trying to get me to trust him. I decided I’d give him some rope. If he hung himself on it later, that would be up to him.

The doors opened again, interrupting my thoughts, and I watched as Folotelyn’s grandmother stepped into the room. She grumbled and shook her head, wearing the same outfit she had on earlier, as she stomped up and took the seat beside Forbawynn.

“I’m hungry,” she announced. “Can we bring in some appetizers?”

As if expecting it, a Dorf in serving attire came through the door next, with a plate of what appeared to be breadsticks, which he sat directly in front of the old woman. She thanked him, before winking at Elder Kyanite, before digging in.

“Oh,” she paused, before plucking one off the plate. “Hand this down to Toby. They should be safe for him to eat.”

“Safe?” Yabreal glanced around in confusion.

“Never you mind,” the old women snapped, before nudging Forbawynn with the breadstick.

She rolled her eyes and took it, handing it to Rarrouth, who then handed it to me. I looked it over before glancing at Folotelyn, who gave me a confused smile. So I took a bite. And moaned softly as the taste of garlic butter washed over my tongue. It was heavenly. Like someone had baked a breadstick out of the greatest flavor combination known to man, added a little parmesan, and then toasted it so the whole thing was flaky and crunchy all the way through, with just a hint of sticky, pull to stop the crumbs.

“They’re good,” Folotelyn snickered beside me. “Grandmother never shares them.”

I heard that and turned to the old woman, who winked at me. Considering how she spoke to her granddaughter, and now this. I saw three possibilities here. Either she was entirely correct, that she didn’t involve herself in politics at all. Or, she was endorsing me by showing me favor. Yet, it was the third option that had me pause in taking another bite. My imagination was in overdrive. It was always the person you least expected to strike you down. I could see her as the one who’d have me shivved in a dark room, and despite multiple witnesses to her entering and leaving, would never be considered a suspect. Before I let my imagination run away, I hastily swallowed.

“It’s delicious,” I told her quickly. Not faking my sentiments for a moment.

“Damn right,” came her muttered reply.

Yabreal looked disgusted, while Elder Kyanite kept his expression schooled. I took another bite, and set the rest of it down for later, as more people stepped into the room. One by one, the chairs filled themselves. If I had to guess, it was the main family who sat at the large table where we were. That, and spouses. Yabreal didn’t seem to have anyone, as noted by the empty chair beside him. Others did, and I was happy to see more than one had different hair color. This family weren’t elitist monsters, at the very least.

It was also quite apparent that none of them knew who I was. More than one had stared, and even a few pointed questions had been directed towards me, while spouses hushed them and kept the room silent. That didn’t last, as Elder Kyanite clapped his hands, catching everyone’s attention.

“I’d like to thank you all for coming,” he said, as he stood up to address the room. “Our Tenets are clear, and this matter has already been decided before the Elders of the five clans.”

“Four,” Yabreal scoffed before bowing his head as his father glared at him.

“Tobias Conner, also known as Toby, has saved the life of my youngest daughter, Folotelyn of the Kyanite clan. Before the elders, she made her claim, and to spare her life, I was forced to agree.”

Way to make this sound soooo much worse…

“From this day forth, Toby is a recognized member of this clan. With all rights, privileges, and responsibilities of any full member.” Elder Kyanite turned to me and gave a tight smile. “May their union serve us all.”

What?

Folotelyn’s fingers dug into my thigh and I turned as she stared at the plate in front of her. She was completely still, in the otherwise silent room, and I realized that this had far wider consequences than I even could have imagined. But… she looked as terrified as I felt. So with a smile, I gently touched her wrist, and when her fingers loosened, I removed her hand from my thigh before entwining her digits with my own.

Like a difference of night and day, her terrified expression shifted to shock. Before she blushed softly and glanced up at me with a small smile. Which was when the room exploded with cheers, screams, and shouts. It was chaos, and Elder Kyanite sat down in his chair, watching it all as he waved for the servers to bring in the food.
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“So, who was supposed to be sitting between your father and brother?” I asked as Folotelyn helped me back to her room… our room now, I suppose.

“That was mother’s chair,” she replied softly.

“Oh,” I frowned. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault,” she smiled up at me. “It was a long time ago. When I was but a girl. It was an accident.”

“Do you mind if I asked what sort?” I asked, thinking of the many ways something could be made to look like an accident.

Folotelyn nodded slowly as she opened the door to her room and brought me in. “She was a diver. Like me.”

“Is that why you do it?”

“That’s why I trained at first,” she nodded. “I wanted to feel closer to her. I kept diving, because I enjoyed it.”

“How many have you done?” I asked.

“With the other ladies? Four. With my father’s teams, a few dozen,” she said.

I nodded, not knowing if that was a lot, or a little. “I’ve explored a bunch of caves before. But… my world is stable. Earthquakes are rare.”

“Earthquakes,” she giggled. “Such a strange name. It fits, though. Dirt that moves.”

I grinned and nodded. That was an amusing, but not inaccurate, description. When she didn’t take me to the bed, though, I realized she was taking me to the bathroom.

“We’re not going to bed?” I asked nervously.

“I prefer to bathe before I sleep,” she answered. “We don’t bathe properly while we’re diving. So I like to do it as much as possible when we’re home.”

“Fair enough,” I nodded. “How about I just⁠—”

“Almost there,” she interrupted me as she brought me to the edge of the bath and started to undress me.

I froze in place as she worked, quickly getting me out of my clothes. I didn’t know how much of this I could take. My balls ached already. This would have been the perfect opportunity to relive myself.

“You’re always so hard,” she observed as she pushed my pants down.

“Not for a lack of trying,” I grunted softly.

With my dick swinging around, Folotelyn blushed furiously as she slipped out of her own outfit. Her long dress joined my pants and cloak on the floor before she helped me into the water. I avoided looking at her at all. This was the last thing I wanted. My nuts felt like they were going to explode and being sat on the ledge in hot water did nothing for the strain I felt.

“Toby?”

I gritted my teeth and turned to face her. She smiled shyly as she sat just low enough in the water. Her breasts appeared to be floating on its surface.

“Yes, Folotelyn?” I asked.

“Call me Foly,” she smiled shyly as she came closer. “And… I like it when you look at me. When you try so hard to look away, it makes me feel like I’m unworthy of you looking at me.”

“That’s not it at all,” I grunted as I frowned. “I just…”

“Look at me, Toby,” she insisted. I met her eyes, and she came closer. “Keep looking at me.”

I flinched as I felt a soft hand grasp my cock. I opened my mouth, but she placed her other hand over my lips.

“You heard my father,” she said softly. “And while I respect your desire to get to know me better. I have my own ways to get to know you better.”

“With sex?” I grunted as she lowered her hand.

“This isn’t sex,” she giggled as her other hand joined the first. One hand she had wrapped around the base of my cock, the other loosely grasped the head, where she made small movements, rubbing her palm over it.

“Foreplay is a type of sex where I come from,” I grunted as my cock throbbed in her grip.

“What other kinds of sex do you have in your world?” She asked, as she tightened her grip on me a little.

I took a deep breath as I felt various sensations rush through me. “Well, there’s oral.”

“As grandmother suggested,” Foly giggled. “I haven’t done that before. But I’d be willing to.”

“Have you tried anything before?” I asked.

Foly stopped before shaking her head. “Okay, fair point.”

“Wait, you’re a virgin?” I sat up. “You should be with someone special for your first time.”

Foly froze in place before sighing. She released my cock, and then slid closer, so that she was practically sitting on my lap. With her pussy just a finger’s width from my cock, she wrapped me in her hands again, before slowly stroking me up and down.

“More special than the man who saved my life?” she asked.

I groaned as her hands began to achieve what my own could not, hours before. “A Dorf, maybe?” I suggested weakly.

“No,” Foly shook her head. “If I wanted a Dorf, I wouldn’t have said anything before the elders.” She increased her pace, and I throbbed in her hands once more. “Instead, I took a chance. To honor my heritage, and to a strange man, from a world beyond our own.”

“Exactly,” I grunted as I felt my balls tensing for release. “I’m not one of you.”

“And you saved my life anyway,” she whispered.

“FOLY!” I growled.

But she couldn’t hear me. She pushed her hips back, slipping down further into the water, before ducking beneath the surface. She thrust her head forward, and her teeth bumped into the head of my cock. I jerked in surprise before gasping as her lips wrapped around the head of my cock. Her hands, still jerking me back and forth, combined with the gentle caresses of her tongue. It was all too much, and my balls screamed for release.

There was no way I could fight this for even a few seconds. And with my leg cocked at a strange angle, braced inside a metal tube. All I could do was grit my teeth as I unleashed into Folotelyn’s willing mouth. The first jet of my seed must have taken her by surprise, as a plume of bubbles emerged. But her soft licks became frantic, sucking as she desperately tried to shove as much of my cock into her mouth at once. And all I could do was groan at the combined ache and relief, as several days’ worth of arousal pumped between her lips.

Until finally, as I tried desperately to regain my breath, the blue-haired goddess rose from the water. One hand still wrapped around my cock, the other she used to brush the hair from her eyes. She looked at me, and I stared right back, before she visibly swallowed.

“Wow,” she coughed, before smiling. “Is it always so much?”

I slumped back a bit and shook my head. “That’s a few days’ worth.”

“So to keep it down, I should do that more often,” she nodded with a smile. “It wasn’t so bad.”

I rolled my eyes. “I haven’t even kissed you yet. And you’re already talking about blowing me.”

“Kiss?” she paused. “What is a kiss?”


CHAPTER SIX


“Remarkable,” Foly’s grandmother scratched her chin as she looked at his projection. “It appears that while your bones have less density than our own. They are more flexible. Overall strength is lesser, but your chance of a break is lower.”

“So I can get this off, then?” I gestured to the metal tube still on my leg.

The old woman nodded to herself before turning to face me. “Yes. At the density of a Dorf, I’d expect you to take another day. It appears our healing technology works at an advanced rate for your biology.”

“Is that strange?” I asked as she and Foly came over to begin disassembling the device.

“Everything about you is strange,” she laughed. “Your shoulder will require some more time. But it appears you have avoided infection.”

“I have been keeping an eye on it,” Foly assured her grandmother.

“And what about his other… issue?” she glanced at me with a slight smile.

“I…” Foly blushed. “Twice.”

“Twice?” The old woman frowned.

“Daily,” Foly whispered.

The old woman cackled and turned to me as I examined the featureless ceiling, as if expecting something to fall on me. “And how do you find my granddaughter?”

“She’s a lovely woman,” I answered immediately.

“Hardly the attitude of a young, wedded couple,” the old Dorf grunted.

“It’s not that simple, grandmother,” Foly came to my defense. “He explained that in his culture, a wedded couple goes through a courting period first. We’re still… getting to know one another.”

“If you want to get to know each other better,” the old woman snorted. “I have a far better solution.”

Kill me. Please. End it.

“Grandmother, please,” Foly begged softly. “I have negotiated with him. And he allows me to use my mouth.”

The old Dorf froze and turned to me with a narrow glare. “Are you reciprocating?”

Fuck…

“Young man. Today, you will regain your full mobility. I don’t know what is wrong with you that you will not fuck my granddaughter. But I will be checking with her in the morning, and if I find that you have not given her some measure of what she gives you, I will permanently end your blue ball problem. Am I understood?”

“Grandmother, if he doesn’t want to⁠—”

“I never said I didn’t want to,” I blurted. “Just… Put yourself in my perspective for a moment. I was running for my life, fell down a hole and landed in a room with a flayer. Then I was hauled out by a bunch of women in frames, a technology my world doesn’t have, to then get badly injured by another flayer. I’m dragged from the tunnel, thrown before the elders, who want to execute me simply for existing, until Foly here opens her mouth and now I’m suddenly her husband.”

I looked at them both.

“I have no idea what is going on. I don’t know if I’m staying, or trying to find a way home. Then there’s my debt. I don’t know how large it is, or even how to pay it off. All I know is the most trustworthy person I have met in this world is this beautiful, blue-haired goddess. And I am trying so very hard not to make her life harder than it probably is since I fell into it.”

Both ladies stared at me for a moment, before the old Dorf chuckled. “I didn’t doubt your decision for a moment, Foly. But I can see now exactly what you meant.”

“Yes, grandmother,” Foly nodded, before giving her a nudge. “If you’ll excuse me.”

I lay upon the stone bench, before Foly leaned down and collected my lips. She wasn’t the most skilled kisser, but the sheer passion was intense. Her tongue slid into my mouth, and she let out a quiet moan. Stuck between a rock and a soft place, I kissed back, even going as far as sliding my hand up to cup her cheek. Until we finally broke apart, gasping for fresh air.

“Interesting,” her grandmother tilted her head. “Cultural significance?”

“It’s called a kiss,” Foly smiled and looked at my lips again. “I find the action very enjoyable.”

“And its purpose?” the old woman turned to me.

“Depends on context,” I admitted. “A parent would kiss their child on the head or cheek to show affection.”

“And what you just did with my granddaughter?”

“A much… stronger emotion than simple affection,” I replied, trying to not say ‘arousal.’

“He’s shy, isn’t he?” The old woman turned to Foly.

The blue-haired Dorf smiled and gave a nod. “He doesn’t like to speak of these things publicly. But when we’re alone...”

I groaned softly. She argued for her right to blow me as a medical necessity. And while her statement that it was twice a day was accurate. We had a small discussion about sex from my world. And after taking a liking to the word slut, arguing it was accurate in the context, she had proceeded to coax not two, but three more orgasms out of me the night before, in the span of a couple hours. I was actually rather tender when I awoke… Not that it stopped her from continuing in a much gentler fashion.

“I don’t need details,” the old woman grinned, before turning to me. “But you. Heed my words. She is my favorite granddaughter and I will not abide you neglecting her. Nor will I abide abuse.”

“Yes Ma’am,” I nodded.

“Ma’am,” she frowned. “Honorific?”

“Ah, yeah,” I nodded.

“I shall accept,” she smiled.

Which is when I heard the bottom plate around my ankle release. I hadn’t even noticed the two of them working. The fluid within kept me numb, so I didn’t notice a thing until now. The lower plate came off first, then the upper. I was able to hold my leg up, while Foly held a towel to dry my leg, while her grandmother removed the tube entirely.

“Feeling should return in the next few minutes,” Foly smiled as she wiped my leg dry. “At least, for Dorfs.”

“So far, we’re pretty similar,” I shrugged.

“Likely enough to breed, so Foly dear, remember to take your tea,” the old Dorf huffed as she returned without the tube. “Now, how do you feel?”

“Fine,” I sat up, where Foly took my hand.

“Easy now,” she told me. “You’re still numb?”

“The leg is fixed, right?” I asked the old Dorf.

She nodded. “I wouldn’t go jumping off tall objects for a few days. But you are otherwise fit to walk, run and play as you see fit.”

I shook my head. “Back home, this would have taken weeks to heal to the point I could walk.”

“It’s strange hearing you talk of your world’s technology. At times, it is as if you are far more advanced, and others, far behind.”

“Well,” I nodded slowly. “We have machines that can scan your body like this does.” I pointed to the projection. “I’m not sure what yours is capable of, but ours can show brain function, or if we inject a dye that reacts with the machine, we can see blood clots and small bleeds.”

“Fascinating,” the old woman took out a scrap of paper, and took a note with what looked like a metal pencil.

“But ours uses radiation, which at high levels, can be dangerous to us.”

“Radiation,” the old woman regarded me. “Is that an invisible energy that causes bodies to decay from within?”

I tried to think of the exact symptoms before agreeing. “Yes, basically.”

“Tell me more,” she stepped up.

I glanced at Foly, and even she was watching me with interest.

“Do you know what radiation is?” I asked.

“An energy source,” the old woman nodded.

“Right,” I said, before sitting back on the stone bench once more. “My understanding of it. Is that certain materials produce radiation. They do this, because they’re unstable. Their molecular structure⁠—”

“Molecules?” Foly asked.

I nodded. “If you break something down far enough, so a rock becomes sand, but you break that sand down and it’s a powder. Break it down again, and those particles get smaller and smaller, until you get to the building blocks of what a material is. That’s a molecule. It, in turn, is made of atoms and the whole thing is held together with energy. So… Water,” I grinned as I remembered this one. “If you take hydrogen, and mix it with pure oxygen, and burn it, the resulting vapor is water.”

“It is also a rather violent combustion,” the old Dorf muttered to herself.

“Yes,” I nodded. “The point of that, though. Water is a combination of two hydrogen atoms and one oxygen atom. They combine together and form a stable molecule. Some atoms are not stable, though. And they break down until they are. The energy they release as they break down is radiation. Those tiny particles of radiation are so small and so violent, they fly off in all directions. The poisoning they give people is caused by them smashing the molecules in our body and breaking them. They’re still… solid, and our bodies don’t die straight away. But they can’t mend themselves either. Your blood can’t renew, your skin can’t shed and regrow, your hair falls out and eventually your organs fail.”

“Yes,” the old woman nodded gravely, “That sounds exactly what I was referring to. In fact, if you’ll excuse me. I think I need to relay some information to my colleagues.”

She left without another word, before Foly stepped up to my side. “If what you say is true. You will have saved many lives.”

“Really?” I frowned.

Foly nodded. “It’s not often that we run into these materials. We have ways of detecting them, but… some of the less well equipped diving teams don’t bother since it happens so rarely. But when it does…”

“Right,” I nodded. “I don’t know if you have the same stuff that I’m referring to. But red wine apparently helps with protecting against radiation. It won’t protect them outright, but it helps.”

The blue-haired Dorf stared at me for a moment, before leaning in. This time, her kiss was soft, and when she pulled away, it was with a wide smile.

“This will be a shame,” she whispered.

“What will?” I frowned.

“If you are able to provide advice to our researchers, you might just pay off your debt before we ever get to dive together,” she whispered. “I shall miss diving with my sisters, but if you prove to be even half as interesting as you have so far. It will be worth it.”

“Wait,” I frowned. “You don’t get to dive any more thanks to me?”

“No,” Foly smiled. “I won’t have to. We agreed to dive together to help our clans. If I can best do that job, by bringing your ideas to my family, I no longer need to dive.”

“And what about feeling closer to your mother?” I asked.

“I am content with how close I have gotten already,” she smiled sadly.

“Bullshit,” I snapped, making Foly jerk in place. “Are women treated lesser in your society?”

“No,” she replied softly.

“Then what does me giving advice have anything to do with you diving?” I asked.

“If you become an advisor, that is a prestigious role,” Foly tried to explain. “It wouldn’t be right to have you risk yourself on a dive.”

“I don’t want to be an advisor.” I shook my head. Me? An advisor? No thanks. “I mean. Sure. I would love to share what I can, but I’m no expert. I know of radiation from reading books and learning about a war where we learned about the harmful effects after… after using a terrible weapon we didn’t fully understand.”

“But… I suspect that you’ve just advanced our knowledge on a sickness that has plagued my people for generations,” she pushed.

“And I’m happy to do so again,” I pushed back. “But… look. Are we married?”

“Yes,” Foly blushed.

“And we’re equal?”

“Yes,” she replied again.

“Great,” I nodded. “So now we’ve established that your wants and needs are as important as mine. I’d really like to learn more about diving.”

“But—”

“Foly, at home, I was already exploring caves. The frames you wear are something we read about in stories. If you think I’m not interested in learning more about them, you’re going to be very mistaken.”

She stared at me for a few breaths before nodding slowly. “Grandmother will probably find us later,” she said. “Come on.”

I took her hand, and she helped me off the bench. Despite standing before, actually walking unaided was far more comfortable. Even with my leg swaying about in the untied pants I wore. That didn’t seem to be a concern of hers as she brought me back to her room. I turned to the skintight outfits and wondered if I needed to get a few in my size if I was to get my own frame. Only for those thoughts to fly out the window as she shoved me over into the nest.

“Foly!” I gasped as I wriggled around. Getting onto my back, I looked up as her top slapped into my face. Taking that soft fabric, I pulled it away as I spotted her determined glare as she crawled into the nest and into my arms. Where I found myself with an extremely nude woman pawing at my shirt.

“Foly,” I tried again.

“Shirt,” she ignored me.

“Foly!”

She huffed and caught the edge before beginning to lift.

“Dammit, Foly, listen to me!” I snapped as I rolled sharply.

Foly yelped as I ended up sitting atop her, and she stared at me softly.

“Stop,” I warned her softly.

“I don’t want to stop,” she said as her eyes glistened. “I don’t know how your people live like this. But I know what I want.”

“And I want it too,” I admitted.

“Then have me,” she begged as her hand traced over the now obvious bulge in my pants. “Please, Toby?”

I sighed and slumped forward to kiss her. She met my lips eagerly, and then looked crestfallen as I pulled away just a moment later.

“Stop that,” I frowned at her. “No pouting, you’re too beautiful to pout.” That at least made her smile. “Now,” I sighed. “You said you hadn’t been with anyone before?”

“I’m a virgin, yes,” she blushed.

“Look,” I sighed. “I’m no expert. But I do know that what you’re trying to do probably isn’t the best way.”

That made her frown again, and she tilted her head. “You think my education lacks?”

“Probably not,” I shook my head. “But…” I paused. “Have you been told that the first time can hurt?” She nodded slowly. “Great,” I sighed in relief. “Now, look at me,” I sat up. “I’m much larger than you already, aren’t I?”

“Oh,” she frowned. “I think I understand. But, surely it will work. Babies are far larger than… than you.”

“I certainly hope to find out,” I joked. “But remember what I said about the different kinds of sex?”

“The oral,” she blushed.

“Oral is one,” I nodded. “But there’s more to it than that,” I told her. “There’s touching.” I reached up and gently ran the tips of my fingers across her chin towards her ear. Her eyes widened, and she shifted slightly. “Then there’s kissing,” I whispered as I leaned in.

Folotelyn’s lips pursed to receive my kiss, but I slipped to one side and kissed her cheek. She made a small noise of disappointment until I did it again. Running kisses along her chin to her opposite ear.

“Oh,” she whispered.

“That’s not all of it,” I whispered as I reached her ear. “Sex isn’t just me putting my dick in you.”

“It-it’s not?” Foly trembled.

“No,” I whispered as I kissed below her ear. “I can lick,” I whispered, as I did just that. “Or bite.”

“Bite?” She flinched.

That made me stop, and I held still. “Do you trust me?”

“Yes.”

“Then trust me to make you feel good,” I whispered. “Can you do that?”

Foly took a deep breath before nodding. “Yes.”

I smiled and straightened. She looked disappointed for a moment, before I gripped her shoulders and laid her down in the nest. The bottom, where the pillows were piled, made a better, flatter surface. Her nude form was glorious. Like all those exaggerated sexy-shortstack images floating around on social media. Just… with a more realistic proportion to her. Like an overly curvy woman, but with enough muscular definition to tell me that this was a Dorf’s version of trim.

“Am I pleasing to look at?” she asked softly.

I chuckled and shook my head. “How can you ask such a question after the time we’ve spent together so far?”

“You’ve… never said it before.”

“You’re beautiful,” I told her, as I pulled my shirt off and tossed it aside. “I just don’t want to make a mistake with all this. I don’t know how I fit into your society, and I worry that if we do this. You can never go back.”

“It’s too late for that,” she shook her head. “My father made the announcement. Even if you vanished, it would be forever recorded that we were wed, along with the reason for it.”

I sighed. “Even that’s weird. In my world, we give each other a ring, have a big ceremony, say some vows.”

Foly smiled. “That is a spiritual ceremony for those who truly cherish one another. Marriage in our culture is usually political.”

“I kinda guessed,” I muttered. “But we’re getting distracted, aren’t we?”

“We are,” she smiled as her eyes drifted over me. “What comes next?”

I leaned down and kissed her. She moaned softly and let me go a moment later, as I started working down her neck once more.

“That’s… nice,” she moaned.

“Good,” I whispered between kisses. “Keep telling me what is good, and definitely tell me if it’s bad.”

“Nothing bad,” she moaned as I continued to kiss her.

Bringing my hands into play, I lay down beside her. I used one arm to prop myself up, while the other I used to draw lazy circles over her skin. Foly squirmed and giggled in a few spots where she was ticklish, but that only lasted as long as it took for my kisses to arrive. Her breasts were fantastic. They defied gravity and were firmer than a human woman’s. Her nipples were much firmer, too, which gave me the confidence I needed to squeeze one.

“Oh!” Foly jerked.

“Oh?” I released her. “Good oh, or bad oh?”

“Good,” she smiled at me. “I just wasn’t expecting it.”

“Then you’re probably not expecting this either,” I leaned in and closed my lips around her other nipple.

“Oh, the black depths.” She arched her back, pressing her chest up into me.

I noted the remark and moved my other hand into position. Squeezing her opposite breast firmly, Foly slumped back into the nest and gripped my head as I suckled. Noting her reaction, I swung my leg over her own and shifted to lie between her open legs. Her flesh was warm, firm and smelled faintly of the soap we used.

“Is this it?” she asked softly. “Are we going to…”

I slipped free of her nipple and looked up at her. “Not yet.”

She nodded quickly and smiled. “I trust you.”

I smiled at that, and kissed her breasts, before shifting down. I listened to the way her breath hitched as she realized where I was going. I bent my legs up, mindful of how well my recently broken one felt, as I nestled down to examine her properly for the first time. That thin patch of blue pubic hair caught my eye. The shape wasn’t natural, but I could only assume she used a wax of some sort.

“Does it bother you?” She asked. “I can remove it.”

“It’s fine,” I promised and looked lower.

For lack of a better description, she was dripping. Looking human enough, I could see a clitoris, tiny and cute. Hidden amongst some humanlike labia. I used my fingers to spread her open and Foly made a small noise above me.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“I’m fine,” she looked down at me, looking scared. “Am I to your liking?”

I glanced down, seeing the source of all the fluid. Without a second of hesitation, I stuck out my tongue and lapped from her opening up over her clit. Foly jerked in place, tilting her head back as she gasped in pleasure. I licked my lips, tasting her. Perhaps a little… earthier than a human woman, but milder at the same time. It wasn’t bad, so I licked her again. Then a third.

I didn’t know if it was a Dorf thing, or a Foly thing, but she was extremely sensitive. I watched as she bit down on the edge of her own hand, muffling her cries with each pass of my tongue over her clit. Her breathing was frantic, and her other hand drifted down to grip the back of my head. I took that as good news and continued licking. Her legs trembled, so I placed my hands on either side of her thighs, pressing down just enough to hold her steady.

Which did nothing as she arched her back. I had only a moment to prepare before her thighs snapped shut. I found myself trapped, face first, in delicious Dorf pussy, while she rocked her hips and spasmed in place. With no better option, I continued licking as I milked her orgasm for as long as I could. Which wasn’t all that long. As her hand tightened on the back of my head. She pried me off as she opened her legs.

I took the initiative to sit up and stabilize her knees before reaching down to the front of my pants. I watched her. Eyes closed, head tilted up. Her mouth was open wide as she gasped for air as her chest heaved. She may be beautiful, but right now, I had more than just beauty on my mind, as I managed to work the front of my pants down.

With her legs only slightly open, I couldn’t help but slip my cock between them. She noticed, and I spotted a hint of blue as she glanced at me before reaching down to touch my cock.

“Is… is it time?”

“Only if you still want to?” I promised her.

Foly smiled at that and opened her legs. She kept a hold of my cock though and steered it lower. She was so wet. My cock slipped through her labia and settled at her opening.

“I want it,” she said softly. “But I’m scared.”

I looked at her and nodded slowly. Then leaned down and settled atop her. Up close, she was just a beautiful woman to me. Not that she was less beautiful before. But standing back made it obvious that despite our similarities, she wasn’t quite human.

“Don’t be scared,” I told her. “This is something we do together, because we both enjoy it. So if you’re not enjoying it, tell me, and we can try something else. Okay?”

She smiled widely and nodded. “Okay. I’m ready.”

I nodded slowly and kissed her. She met my lips eagerly and gasped as I slowly pushed inside. It felt like trying to put on a sock that was too small. She was tight, at the extreme end. It would have been impossible to penetrate at all, except for how wet she was before we began.

“Oh, wow,” she whimpered.

“We can stop⁠—”

“No,” she snarled, before kissing me again.

Her knees squeezed my hips, and I took the cue to slide in a little further. My cock was being squeezed on all sides, but she still only wanted more.

“Doesn’t this hurt?” I asked, as she tried to pull me even closer.

“Not as much as I thought,” she gasped. “Toby, please?”

“Please what?” I stopped and looked her in the eye.

She stared right back and pulled me close as if to kiss me. “I want you to take me.”

I fell on her. Her mouth accepted, and I kissed her as I forced my arms under her. She moaned and rocked her hips, which was all the incentive I needed to push that last couple of inches into her. She gasped, but didn’t pull away for a moment, even going as far as to rock her hips up to meet me. To my surprise, she didn’t feel quite like a human woman. Her pussy was a tight, silken tube that opened up on the inside, squeezing around the head of my cock. It was intense, and I was lost for words as I tried desperately to think of a way to last.

“Holy shit,” I gasped.

“Toby please!” She begged.

I gritted my teeth and started thrusting. I paid no mind to her discomfort, as she made a high pitched, eager, keening sound. Her fingers dug into my shoulders, all the reassurance that she wanted this despite any discomfort she had gone through. I gritted my teeth as I desperately tried to hold on. I didn’t know if she could fall pregnant to me, and it was going to be hard enough as it was to pull out. I hadn’t seen the condoms I brought with me, and I hadn’t seen any sign of their existence in this world.

“TOBY!”

I felt her core jerk, and I kissed her hard. Her breath hitched, and she clung to me. I was about to pull free when I felt a sudden, intense suction take hold within her. My cock, as deep as it was inside her, was being sucked even deeper. Foly’s eyes were clenched shut, and I felt the muscles in her pussy clench tightly. I pulled away from the kiss, letting her scream her pleasure into the air. I was more concerned about long-term consequences and pushed myself up. Except, her pussy’s grip was too much to overcome. I tried to pull free, but the experimental tug only succeeded in shifting Foly on the bed.

With the tight squeezing, and the frantic, pulsing suction within her. I gritted my teeth and accepted my fate. It was one thing, being blown by a beautiful Dorf woman. Another thing entirely as I erupted inside her.

“It’s okay,” she trembled, and pulled me down into her arms.

“Oh fuck,” I grunted as I filled her with jet after jet of my seed.

She held me close as I finished cumming. And even then, she stroked my hair like I was the one who needed the comfort.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

“What for?” She asked softly.

“I… I did it inside.”

Foly giggled and shook her head. “The tea that grandmother mentioned. I’ve been drinking it since that first night we had at home.”

“And it prevents pregnancy?” I wanted to confirm.

Foly nodded, then stopped. “It works on female Dorfs, and a few of the animals we farm. Yes.”

I sighed, then gave a small wiggle. “Is there something wrong? I think you’re squeezing me tight enough that I can’t get out of you.”

“Oh,” Foly gave a small, embarrassed giggle. “Do human women not have a mating lock?”

“No,” I frowned.

Foly shrugged. “It’ll go down on its own, eventually.”

“No way to make it happen faster?” I asked.

Foly blushed. “Some say a second orgasm during sex can help the muscles relax faster.”

I thought about her words. How tight she was. I felt like I was wearing a cock ring. There was literally no way I could lose my erection right now. She met my kiss with eagerness as I thrust firmly into her once more.


CHAPTER SEVEN


“And he believed it?”

… Kill me… Just… fuck…

“I feel a little bad about it now. But grandmother, he was wonderful. So loving and caring. He made it truly special.”

The old Dorf gave me a wink and petted Foly’s shoulder. “Now it’s up to you not to break him. A good man needs a good first wife to take care of things. That starts with his needs and ends with his household. But it’s good to know he can last a few rounds.”

Great, first a life altering debt, then a forced marriage, now I’ve… a household? Do I have to dig a room, or am I missing something again?

“I will ensure our nest is always kept warm for him,” Foly smiled.

“Wonderful,” the old Dorf turned to me. “And you. I’m watching you.”

“Yes, grandmother,” I nodded quickly.

She chuckled and turned back to the holographic image she had taken when we arrived. “So, everything looks fine. The swelling is down, the cut on your shoulder while large, is not deep. I wouldn’t recommend any strenuous physical activity beyond,” she glanced over her shoulder. “The usual. However, he is fit to⁠—”

“Apologies, grandmother,” came Forbawynn’s cool voice. “Folotelyn, Tobias, there is a guest here to see you both. It is important.”

The old Dorf glared at the younger and rolled her eyes. “How important?”

Forbawynn nodded, as if expecting the old Dorf’s resistance. “Elder Malachite.”

That was all the information we needed. Folotelyn’s grip on my hand was intense to the point of pain. Clearly, a visit from an elder meant something was happening, and I was along for the ride. Hell, at this point, it was probably a safe enough bet to think that ‘I’ specifically was the ride.

We hurried down a few familiar corridors before passing by the dining room where Foly’s father introduced me to the rest of the family. Instead, we entered another, smaller room a little further down. This looked like a cross between a private dining room and an office. Inside, Elder Malachite sat upon a large chair, smoking a pipe, while Elder Kyanite swirled an amber fluid in a small glass. Beside them both, turned towards us with a nervous smile, was none other than Alfofida. Elder Malachite’s daughter.

“Folotelyn,” she smiled.

“Alfofida,” Foly beamed in return, before hesitating. “Forgive me, Elder Malachite. I bid you a warm welcome in our home.”

“Nothing to forgive, child,” the green-haired Dorf smiled. “Your fondness for my daughter brings me hope that this venture may yet prove fruitful.”

“Father?” Folotelyn questioned.

“We’re just discussing the possibility,” Elder Kyanite sighed.

“We received a rather specific query regarding the detection capabilities of some of our equipment,” Alfofida said quickly. “Father asked to come along while we discuss the possibilities of expanding our⁠—”

“—Thank you Alfi,” her father spoke over her.

The green-haired Dorf deflated softly, and part of me couldn’t help but feel bad for her. Of all the women from their group. She and Foly were the ones I felt closest to. Foly, for being the one to advocate on my behalf, treat me well and now… now be my wife. And Alfofida, for her chatty disposition and eagerness to both teach and learn. I understood that silencing her in this case was likely to protect Malachite’s interest, but he also likely silenced her at other times as well. Times that were likely just when she wanted to share, talk, or just be heard. I hoped she had someone she could reach out to.

“She is correct, however,” the elder leaned back in his chair and puffed on his pipe. “Medicine and science tend to walk hand in hand. And while I have no evidence that certain information came from a certain source, I am not a foolish man.”

“I am unable to give him to you,” Elder Kyanite replied evenly.

“What about a loan?”

Kyanite chuckled and shook his head. “Apologies, Elder. I need to be more direct. Young Tobias here has enacted the old tenets. As such, being the bond holder of my daughter, I saw it fit to grant his request and bind them in marriage.”

That… wasn’t quite what happened…

“I see,” the green-haired elder nodded slowly. “Then I am not bargaining entirely with you, but with the young man himself.”

Shit.

Folotelyn squeezed my hand softly, while Alfofida shifted nervously from foot to foot like she wished to say something. Her father ignored her, but Elder Kyanite glanced in her direction more than once.

“May I speak?” I asked softly.

The two elders twitched as they looked at me before Elder Malachite broke into a wide smile. “While he knows not of our ways, he does his best. Yes, I can work with this.”

“If I thought him some mannerless barbarian, I wouldn’t have allowed them to wed,” Elder Kyanite muttered.

“Indeed,” Malachite chuckled. “Now. From the message we received, you are in possession of some rather advanced knowledge. Knowledge that may advance our own.”

I frowned and shook my head slowly. “I’m not an expert, not in any way like you might be thinking.”

The elder frowned at me. “Your explanations run parallel to our researcher’s most up-to-date theories. Boy, whatever education you have, even things you haven’t considered, may help us greatly.”

I couldn’t argue with that point. I liked to read and enjoyed documentaries on a range of subjects. While I couldn’t tell them how to build an intercontinental, ballistic missile. I could explain Newton’s Third Law.

“I’ll sweeten the mead a little.” Elder Malachite nodded. “I wish for you to visit our clan. You will be treated as a guest. A room for you and your wife. All I require is for you to answer any questions you can, offer suggestions for what you think, and otherwise help us advance in any way you can see fit.” He paused, then glanced at his daughter. “In return, Alfo⁠—”

“I built you a frame,” she almost shouted, before coughing and staring at the floor. “A… prototype.”

“A prototype frame would cost nearly as much as your debt,” Elder Kyanite inclined his head.

“I would be amenable to that,” Elder Malachite agreed even as Alfofida suddenly looked horrified.

“The choice is yours,” Folotelyn nudged me.

I could see the look on her face. She was trying to be neutral. There was my answer to at least one of my problems. Debt free, I could then work on getting home without anyone getting in my way. But then… Even debt free, I’d need a frame and a way back to the cave I was found in.

“If… If I accept the prototype frame⁠—”

“—I will need to accompany you for the first few dives,” Alfofida blurted. “In case of problems or adjustments.”

“Indeed.” Elder Malachite stared at his daughter before turning his attention back towards me. “Though it would be a waste, should the worst happen to you. If your knowledge proves to be beneficial, we could make your time here rather comfortable.”

So maybe it would be possible to get my own frame later… Alfofida had built it already. Perhaps I could… I felt Foly squeeze my hand. I looked down and saw a slight tremor. When I glanced back up, she still had that schooled, neutral expression on her face. She was another factor to consider. If I were a selfish bastard and took the money, I wasn’t just going to set aside a perfectly good frame. But I would inevitably disappoint Folotelyn. The only one so far who was unanimously on my side through all this.

Was alienating her worth it? And for what?

“I accept.” I turned to Malachite, who smiled.

“I’ll arrange a transfer of funds⁠—”

“—The arrangement with the prototype frame,” I interrupted.

Elder Kyanite let out a soft sigh, while Foly sucked in a lungful of air. Even Alfofida seemed stunned as she stared at me.

“Very well,” Elder Malachite nodded slowly. “Alfi, if you would like to remain behind to act as a guide, I shall make some preparations.”

“O-of course, father,” the green-haired woman stammered slightly.

“Elder,” Malachite nodded as he got out of his chair. “If you’ll excuse me.”

He left the room in a hurry, before Elder Kyanite turned to his daughter. “I need to speak with Tobias alone.”

“Yes, father,” Foly pulled her hand from my own, before nodding at Alfofida.

The two of them hurried out after Elder Malachite before Kyanite let out a long groan.

“You are playing a dangerous game, boy,” Elder Kyanite sipped his drink. “If I didn’t know better, I’d say you had a plan.”

“I suppose I do, in a way,” I answered.

“Understand that if your plan harms my daughter, neither I, nor her sister, will ever forgive you,” he said in a soft tone.

“Of everyone I have met here,” I swallowed. “Foly is the last of them I’d want to hurt.”

“You understand that should you leave, she will die, old and alone?” He glanced at me.

I nodded slowly. Was it possible to take her with me if I found a way home? Would she leave with me?

“She may just be the third in line for our clan,” Elder Kyanite murmured after swallowing the last of the amber drink. “But she would have had a future for our people. Her skills would have gained her enough prestige to marry into a good family. One that would treat her well. Instead, I allowed her to make her own decisions, as I had before, and she threw it all away for you.”

“I’m sorry⁠—”

“Don’t you dare apologize,” he snapped. “You know what she spared you from. None of this was your decision. You’ve been thrown to the wolves and you’ve yet to figure out whether you’re joining them or being consumed by them.” He sighed and shook his head. “Don’t take her sacrifice lightly. She gave you her life, and by the dark depths, you will take that gift and shape it into something worthy, or I will have you disposed of, for no other reason than to spare her additional suffering.

“I don’t dislike you, Tobias,” he looked me in the eye. “I underestimated you today. Malachite was not lying when he said you would live your life in comfort. And yet, you chose the more difficult path. Don’t waste it.”

Those words felt like a dismissal. When I turned, he didn’t stop me. When I stepped out of that room, Foly and Alfofida were waiting for me. The former looked worried, the latter somewhat excited. At least, until that excitement turned to confusion and shock as Foly kissed me fiercely.

I held the short woman in my arms as she slowly pulled away. “What did he say?”

“That he loves you.” I smiled at her.

Foly nodded, accepting that I didn’t want to go over it, before turning to Alfofida. “Well, it has been a while since you visited. Have you seen my room since it was finished?”

“I believe you were still sculpting the bath when I visited last,” Alfofida smiled.

“I hope you like what I’ve done with the place.”

With the news spreading that Foly and I were leaving, the home seemed to turn up a notch. Alfofida smiled and praised the design of Foly’s room. She particularly liked the design of the bath, praising all the little details. Even going as far as asking to try it should we one day have the time.

Which wouldn’t be today. A Dorf woman, huffing and panting, rushed into the room with a box. She left just as quickly, and Foly, after checking the contents, pulled out a new outfit for me to wear. I then had the distinct impression that I was a piece of meat on display, as I realized that Alfofida wasn’t being asked to leave. Braving the stares of two beautiful women, I did my best to keep myself to neutral thoughts as I stripped down, before redressing.

The shirt was soft, but thick and fit me rather well. The pants lacked the ties that the original pair allowed for the leg brace to be worn beneath. They too were of a heavy but soft fabric. Over it all, I found myself wearing a strange overcoat. It was padded and thick, giving me a larger than normal frame which… Well, the way Foly kept glancing at me, I had to wonder if I needed to work out more.

“Lady Kyanite, Lady Malachite, a vehicle has arrived for you,” a woman’s voice called from the doorway.

I frowned at that. It was rare that someone other than one of Foly’s family members came to speak with her. But this was the first time I heard the use of honorifics. Still, I wasn’t given time to dwell. While I had dressed, Foly and Alfofida had packed up a few things and were watching me with expectant smiles.

“Coming,” I grinned.

I barely recognized the route we took to leave. We had always gone a different direction to the clinic where Foly’s grandmother worked. This was the front entrance that I had only passed through once. As we exited, I spotted a familiar-looking vehicle. That strange, motorized carriage, which was something I should probably learn about.

“What are these called?” I asked as we approached.

“The tracab?” Alfofida gestured to the vehicle.

“Tracab,” I nodded. “My world has something similar. We just call them cars.”

The ladies exchanged a look before Alfofida cleared her throat. “Your technology. You said your people don’t have frames, but you alluded to having other advanced technology. Can you give us an example?”

I thought about it for a moment, before smirking. “Do you have machines that can fly?”

The ladies burst into laughter as we reached the vehicle. The driver, having seen us approach, climbed out and opened the door for us. Alfofida climbed in first, followed by Folotelyn and finally me. Only as we seated, and the ladies had caught my breath, they noticed my expression.

“You’re not joking?” Folotelyn froze.

“I’m not joking,” I nodded. “We did things very differently, so I’m not sure how much I can help with. But, yes. Flight was rather common in my world.”

“It sounds like a dream,” Alfofida shifted around. “How high?”

I thought about it for a moment before grinning. “Technically. The highest a human from my world has flown was the moon.”

“Impossible,” Alfofida shook her head. “I can’t believe it.”

“Six times over three years,” I recalled. “Though we sent robots further.”

“Robots?” Alfofida frowned.

I nodded. “Machines that operate without people.”

“I find it hard to believe you had machines that could operate themselves, but yet never mastered a technology as simple as a frame.” She shook her head.

“Honestly,” I chuckled. “So am I.”

Alfofida spent the drive deep in thought. Foly, on the other hand, looked worried. She kept squeezing my hand as if I had gone somewhere. Meanwhile, I just wished this tracab had windows. It would be nice to see the outside world or… Inside world, I suppose, would be the better description, being underground and all. There were a few points where we stopped, and I hoped to get out. But there was no sign of Alfofida getting up, and soon we were moving once more. Until finally, after coming to a stop, I felt a sudden jolt.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Secure entrance,” Alfofida said, before sitting up and looking at me. “While you are a guest in our clan, you are under our protection. If someone were to harm you, things would go poorly for us.”

“Someone might harm me?” I turned to Foly, who was staring at me. “Great,” I slumped back against the seat. “Should I guess, or do I just make an assumption?”

“Assumptions are dangerous,” Alfofida replied quickly. “There is no direct or implied threat at this time.”
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“Tobias.”

Elder Malachite stood beside not one, but three women. Each of them had green hair, though of different shades. The closest matching Alfofida wore a thick pair of glasses, and I subconsciously reached up to touch my own. It was strange, that only now I realized that I had seen so few Dorfs who wore them.

“I trust the drive over was pleasant?”

“The drive was nice,” I nodded. “Though I think I prefer windows.”

“Ah,” he nodded. “Windows offer a structural weakness. In the event of an emergency, we have found the tracab’s survive far greater crushing force without them.”

Oh… right… that makes a lot of sense. “Hopefully, I never find out.” I shuddered thinking about all the earth above us and how quickly it could crush their entire civilization.

“Not to worry, the main threat is individual buildings collapsing. The city itself hasn’t shifted in almost three centuries, and even then, we were safely able to remove the loose rock before they could fall and cause damage.”

“Good to know,” I smiled, before looking over each of the ladies before me.

“Oh, of course,” Elder Malachite smiled. “This is my first wife, Lotmatalyn,” he gestured to the one I suspected was Alfofida’s mother. “My second, Reiteahulda,” he gestured to the second woman along, who wore more makeup than the other two. “And finally, my third wife, Doraletain.”

“It’s lovely to meet you all,” I smiled at each.

“Is it true you achieved mating lock?” Reiteahulda asked.

I stared for a moment, while Elder Malachite let out a soft groan. Those words must really mean something to them at a cultural level. Since all of them, Foly included, were now staring at me. Though the latter was with a level of embarrassment, even as she clung to me.

To my relief though, Alfofida was who came to my rescue. She snapped back to attention and turned to her father. “Tobias mentioned his world has machines that can achieve flight.”

“Preposterous,” he jerked, before turning an accusing glare towards me. “Flight is beyond the realm of all but the birds and insects.”

I realized almost immediately that he thought that I was trying to scam him and held up my hand. That confused him enough to stop. “I can prove it.”

“How?”

“Paper,” I said quickly. “Or very thin card.”

“Parchment?” Lotmatalyn asked.

“A very light, thin material made of plant fibers with a certain level of stiffness,” I suggested.

Elder Malachite stroked his beard for a moment before shaking his head. “If you are telling the truth, I shall apologize profusely. If you are lying, I may take offense to your claim.”

Whatever that meant, Foly suddenly squeezed my hand rather tightly. I still didn’t understand their culture, but I could tell there was a certain importance on integrity, along with pride and honor. In either case, Elder Malachite gestured for us to follow him.

He and his wives and daughter led us through their home. Like Folotelyn’s, it was carved from stone. But where Folotelyn’s home was decorated richly with tapestries, this home was mostly bare. At least, at a first glance. When staring straight at the walls, you could see only a slight texture. But as you looked down a long hall, you could make out designs under the slight shadows cast by the lights. Swirling patterns, rigid geometric shapes and what looked almost like a Mandelbrot piece. All carved to blend into the walls where one wouldn’t expect to see them, unless you noticed it from afar.

“Were I not perturbed by your claims, I would be praising you for even noticing,” the elder snorted softly as he stopped before a large door.

“They’re beautiful,” I shrugged.

He watched me for a moment, then opened the door. “Please do not touch anything.”

I didn’t get a chance to respond as we filed into the room. And… well, for a lack of a better description, where the walls inside their home were mostly bare. These were… intense.

Boards covered the walls, on them was scribbled in what looked like chalk or charcoal in equal measure. Equations, formulae, notes, diagrams. Things that looked familiar to me, like the design of a frame with a person standing within. Others that were far beyond me that resembled a tesla coil. But the proportions drawn on it made me think it was both handheld and not designed to emit high voltage electricity.

“Here we are,” Elder Malachite announced. “Paper, as you call it.”

He turned and handed it to me. The paper was rough, but not bad. To my surprise, though, it was thinner and lighter than what I expected. Stiffer even. If I did this right, likely it would work even better than I expected. The problem was the rough edges.

“I need something to cut it with,” I looked at the elder. “It needs to be a rectangle.” I used my hands to show him the size I needed for a regular sheet of A4.

The elder looked at me, then took the paper back. He moved around a large table and took out what looked like their version of a paper guillotine. It operated much the same way, and the man made quick and precise work of turning it into a perfectly even rectangle, before handing it back.

“Anything else?” he asked.

“Just somewhere flat I can rest this on so I can fold it.” I looked around.

He turned back to the table he had just been using and removed the guillotine. I set the paper down in the space left behind and everyone else crowded around. I felt the paper and chuckled to myself. This whole situation was ridiculous, but I wanted to make a point. Rather than every kid’s favorite basic, I decided against the good old dart design. Instead, I relied on my memory from a great little glider I saw that broke a few distance records.

The paper folded well, and I heard a few soft murmurs as I worked. They remained otherwise silent as I spent a couple minutes making sure everything was lined up right, before holding up my design with a grin.

“That should do it,” I smiled.

“So how does it fly?” Elder Malachite asked.

I thought about it for a moment before grinning. “Can we go to the roof? If this works, I want to put on a good show.”

“If it works,” one of his wives scoffed.

Foly made a small grunt of anger, and I patted her hand as she curled it around my biceps to stand close to me once again. I wasn’t complaining. This was probably the fastest relationship on record, but… well, I was hardly in a position to complain. Still with my suggestion out loud, Elder Malachite stormed from the room, gesturing for the rest of us to follow.

Only to immediately regret my choice of words as we were forced to climb several flights of stairs. Their secure entrance was underground. That was the first step, but their actual home went several stories higher than that. Back and forth, round and around, we climbed, turned and climbed again, until finally, we reached a small room with a door at the end.

Elder Malachite stormed over before hitting a lever. The door made a clunk, and I realized it was some kind of secure door that he pushed and latched open. Outside was a rather beautiful, but underutilized viewing area. It had a small roof, but was open to the elements, or at least the city. The furniture was covered in a thin layer of dust, telling me how rarely it was used.

But the point of it told me that we were in the open, several stories up in a different part of this magical city. I could see once again the glittering lights. I took notice of the position of the Spinel Pillar. It was closer, but not by far. We seem to have moved horizontally through the city, without getting much closer.

“Well?” Elder Malachite asked. “Are you going to throw the thing and try to convince me that it flew?”

“Technically, without a source of power, it’ll be more of a glide. Even birds need to flap,” I pointed out. “But…”

I stepped over to the edge. The city was out before me, and I raised my hand. One final check that the paper was neat, and I thrust my hand forward, releasing it into the air. There was always something magical about tossing a paper airplane. Doubly when you throw one in perfect conditions from a great height. It left my fingers, carving down as it picked up speed, before raising almost to the height I released it. Only to stabilize and fly with a slight drift to the left as it continued well over a wall that surrounded the front of the Malachite Clan home.

“STOP!” Elder Malachite squealed, almost childishly. I turned as he gestured frantically at it. “Stop it! Now!”

“I can’t,” I told him. “It’ll keep going until it lands. It’s gone.”

“Gone?” He stared at it. “No, no!”

He turned on his heel and raced for the door, screaming for someone to help him. Leaving Foly, Alfofida and his wives standing with me on the roof. We listened to his mad screaming, echoing up from the stairwell, all the while he continued running. Only for the front doors to burst open a moment later, as he and a team of servants and guards charged as one out the front gate in the direction of the paper plane.

“I could have just made him another one,” I muttered.

“But now he has a first edition,” Alfofida disagreed. “And it will deny this technology to the other clans.”

Oh, for the love of… politics…


CHAPTER EIGHT


Foly and I looked around the room. It was large, though not quite as large as the one she dug herself. Foly’s room was more rectangular, with the main door at one end, and the bathing room at the other. In the middle was the living space where she had storage for her belongings and the nest we slept in.

This room was set up differently. The room was almost perfectly square. The entire back wall was open to the elements. Or at least as much as they could be underground. There were seats out there, and a small table. In the middle of this room was the nest. With a curved bath on one side and a fireplace on the other. That fire didn’t seem to rely on wood. It was smokeless and there was no sign of soot, despite the warmth it put off.

The situation with Elder Malachite was… bizarre. The man had charged off into the city, causing quite a stir. It turned out that the paper plane had been picked up by a child who saw it land. That child wanted to hold on to it, and his parents became involved. That turned into a whole other issue, and from what Alfofida had said, the boy’s family were about to become very, very wealthy.

Whatever plans, expectations or conversations were planned had been completely derailed. Even Elder Malachite’s wives were taken aback, leaving us with nothing to do but wait for them to decide what came next. Which turned out to be a fat lot of nothing, as Alfofida had brought us to this guest room.

“Well, he’s keeping to his word at least,” Foly said as I strode over and checked the feel of the nest, giving the side a squeeze. “This is one of their nicer rooms.”

“I honestly wouldn’t know,” I murmured as I followed her into the room.

Foly smiled and gave a small nod. “I keep forgetting you’re not familiar with any of this. It’s not enough to assume you’ve never been involved with the greater families, but with our entire culture.”

“That’s to say the least,” I chuckled. “How common is it to have multiple wives?”

“Common enough,” Foly admitted. “It can be complicated. There are many reasons to marry.”

“Has marrying me caused problems for you?” I asked, only to grimace as I realized exactly what I’d said.

Foly though, she gave out a bark of laughter and turned to face me. Her eyes held mirth as she looked me up and down before letting out a long sigh. “Marrying you has destroyed my reputation. Lowered my standing and took me entirely out of the line of succession.”

“Oh, Foly,” I shook my head. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be,” she smiled. “At best, I would have been married off to a man twice my age to secure some kind of agreement or alliance. Instead, I find myself with a strange man, who looks at me like I’m the only woman he’s ever seen. He’s respectful to my grandmother, steadfast before my father, uncaring of my brother, and now it appears has attracted the attention of the other elders.” She smiled as she stepped up to me and took my hand. “When you accepted the deal for the frame, instead of taking the money, any lingering doubts I had about our future together vanished. Seeing how Elder Malachite squealed like a child and ran after that folded paper… Well, that gives me confidence that whatever standing I lost in my marriage to you will be returned with interest.”

“That’s just material goods.” I pulled her closer. “You mentioned your reputation, and the line of succession.”

“My reputation within my own clan was always tumultuous,” she shrugged. “Within the Malachite’s, it is rapidly growing, and… The line of succession was more of a formality. Forbawynn would be first, followed by her children, then her husband, then her grandchildren. At that point, it would change to my brother and then finally to myself. If I were to inherit the clan, it would only be after some great catastrophe that destroyed us.”

“So…”

“So, there is nothing to do for me, but look forward to a future with you,” Foly smiled up at me.

I chuckled softly and shook my head. “Sorry, it’s just… this has been a huge change for me.”

“For us both,” Foly glanced at my lips.

I took the hint and leaned down. Only for someone to knock on the door. Foly sighed and went to pull away. Rather than let that happen, I tugged her close and kissed her. She made a happy noise, and I once again reaffirmed that despite the situation, I really was coming to enjoy her. Not just in how attractive I found her, but in how she was as a person.

When the door knocked again, Foly pulled away from me with a smile and a slight blush before clearing her throat. “Come in!”

The door opened, and none other than Alfofida stepped in. She was carrying a large, covered tray and gave us a wide smile as she did.

“I brought us something to eat. Would you like to join me on the balcony?”

Foly looked at me and smiled. I realized she was deferring to me. From the large number of men on the council, I could tell theirs was a patriarchal society. Not that humanity was much different in some ways.

“Sure,” I smiled at them both.

“Wonderful,” Alfofida came towards us. “And before you ask. I have ensured there is no arsenic in this meal. It has been noted in the kitchens and mother has made it clear that anyone who makes even a genuine mistake will no longer be employed with our family.”

“Harsh—”

“Thank you,” Folotelyn smiled at her friend.

I heard the tone in her voice and realized that it was likely some kind of protection. There had been mention of something happening, even if there were no obvious signs of it. Poison was always a method of dealing with problems in the quiet way. Having the Malachite clan make an announcement like this would let them all know how serious this was being taken.

“Right,” I nodded. “Thank you for letting me know.”

Alfofida smiled brightly, before darting around the two of us towards the balcony. The platter she laid out on the table was a collection of various things. Unlike the feast with the Kyanite clan, this was far more like a simple, intimate meal. Their version of a charcuterie board, with family things like meats, cheese and crackers. Along with some I didn’t recognize, in the form of various pastes, spreads and smaller fruits and vegetables.

I had a fantastic time tasting each one. I was a huge fan of a small cut berry that had a sour fruity flavor, not unlike pineapple, but without it burning your mouth afterward. Less so was a paste I was informed of was actually a kind of fish they grew in ponds deep underground. Then again, with Alfofida’s description of the pickling process, I made a note to try it again, prepared differently. After all, broccoli, one of the most boring vegetables in existence when steamed, was like fucking popcorn after a blast in an air fryer.

With my belly full, Alfofida made a trip back to the kitchen removing all the used dishes and leftovers. I sat with Folotelyn at my side. She was looking out over the city, with my hand in her lap. We’d taken three chairs and set them up to eat together. The ladies had chatted amongst themselves, but were quiet for the most part. Simply enjoying the meal, while I took myself on a culinary adventure. When our green-haired host returned, it was with a grin and a barrel over her shoulder.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Some of my personal stock,” she grinned.

“Oh, you didn’t have to go that far,” Foly smiled at her friend.

Alfofida chuckled and set the barrel atop the recently occupied table. I watched as she tapped it before producing a trio of large mugs that hung from a string on her belt. I thought that a clever trick. She filled them each with what looked like beer, before passing over a mug for Foly and I. Before I could take a sip, Foly gave me a small nudge, before looking right at Alfofida.

“It’s customary for the host to take the first sip,” Alfofida explained as she raised the mug to her lips.

“I trust that Alfofida wouldn’t poison our mugs.” Folotelyn shot me a smile. “But if someone poisoned the barrel, this is a good trust exercise.”

“Is poisoned food common?” I asked.

“No,” Alfofida smacked her lips and grinned. “But it is an excellent way to make a clan look bad in the eyes of others. And without proof of a clear instigator, they take the onus of the blame.”

“Right,” I nodded. “So, before I get drunk with a pair of beautiful women on a balcony. Is it actually a good idea to do so? I don’t want to find out later that drinking with two ladies is somehow problematic since I’m not a dwarf, or simply that I’m a man. Then there’s the possibility of someone taking advantage of our drunkenness somehow.”

The ladies exchanged a look before Foly turned to face me. “There… isn’t a lot to go on. Our mythology does include people appearing from the tunnels. It’s not common, nor has it been heard of in any true recorded history.”

“What Foly is trying to say,” Alfofida stepped in. “Is that while records exist that prove your existence isn’t unique. It may as well be.”

“Yes,” Foly smiled. “And… while the Kyanite clan is now your clan, guest rights no longer apply at large. You are a guest in Malachite, only because it was offered to you. Otherwise, out there in the city, you are just one of us.”

“I’m assuming there is crime and punishment, then?” I clarified.

“Of course,” Alfofida nodded. “Usually, the clan of the victim is the one to hold the trial, while the clan of the perpetrator defends them.”

“How much of it is political?” I asked.

The ladies exchanged looks before Foly sighed. “More than we comfortably admit. It’s rare for someone to outright get away with crimes, as is someone being punished for them. But the process can be punishment itself and… Well yes. There have been times between the clans, where cases were brought forward for no other reason to make a point to the other clans.”

I looked down at my mug and sighed. “So again, I’m happy to have this one. But you brought the whole keg.”

“We are safe here,” Alfofida smiled. “As mentioned before. There are no outward signs that someone is trying to harm you. Only rumors and speculation as to your being here and what that might mean. Some people might get nervous about such a thing. But if you mean to ask, what are the chances that someone will climb the balcony with a knife in their teeth? While I can’t say it’s impossible, it would be catastrophic to the point of suicide for the entire clan responsible to do so.”

“Drink, my dear husband,” Foly giggled. “Tonight, we are in safe hands.”

She raised her mug to her lips and took a long sip. I couldn’t see a real reason not to, and did the same. It was… not quite what I expected. It still tasted of hops and yeast, but there was more to it as well. Almost like a cider. It was slightly fruity, with small hints of citrus that stopped it from being too sweet. And when I lowered my mug, I noticed both ladies staring at me.

“So?” Alfofida asked.

“It’s good,” I smiled.

She beamed widely and hurried around to sit in the chair beside Foly. “I shall make a note on the batch then. I’m glad it turned out so well.”

“Wait,” I frowned. “You made this?”

Alfofida nodded with a triumphant smile. “I did. It’s been a hobby of mine for a while now.”

“She’s very talented.” Foly raised her mug to her lips once more.

“Here I was thinking you liked to tinker with things,” I admitted as I took another sip.

“That’s work,” Alfofida shrugged. “Not that I don’t enjoy it. But a nice drink. It’s a different kind of enjoyment. When I’m repairing machinery, it’s usually for a reason. It’s forced. Structured and demands my focus and attention. This ale? I woke up and decided I wanted to try dewberries, so I made a batch.”

“That simple?” I laughed. “I’m sure there’s more to it than that. And this is lovely,” I said, before taking another sip.

“To Alfofida’s hobby!” Foly cheered.

“To Alfofida’s hobby!” I repeated.

Our green-haired guest laughed and raised her mug as well, before the three of us tipped it back. I was the slowest of the three, but neither of the ladies cared. Alfofida plucked the mug from my hands and set about refilling it. Fresh mug in hand, Foly got up and joined me in my own chair. Leaning against me as we stared out over the city. Alfofida, seeing the space, shifted over one to sit beside us.

“So, what was your world like?” she asked.

I thought about it for a moment and smiled. “In some ways the same, in others, very different. We had cities like this, but they ran on electricity.”

“You mentioned that,” Foly chimed in. “What runs on electricity?”

“Everything,” I shrugged. “Lights, machinery, communication. Even our cars were starting to run on it. There was even a plane that flew around the entire world with nothing but electricity it gathered from the sun.”

“First you tell us of machines that fly. Then about visiting the moon and now you talk about using the sun to fly around the world.” Alfofida shook her head. “I’d call you a fool, but… I have the feeling you might just prove that of me instead.”

“I’d never go out of my way to do something like that,” I frowned. “Besides, I have no idea how solar power works.”

“You don’t know how to create your electricity, then?” Alfofida asked.

“Well sure,” I shrugged. “That part is easy. You take a copper coil and spin it inside a cage made of magnets. Attach a piece of wire to the rotor and the cage and if you hold them apart, you’ll see a small electric spark jump between them.”

“And what do you do with this electric spark?”

I shrugged. “Lots of things. For starters, if you connect it to another of the devices to create electricity, that one will spin.”

“Really?” Alfofida asked, sitting up.

I nodded before thinking back to my high school science lessons. “There’s a loss, though. In my world, we had giant power generators, and they would provide power over a large grid. Most machines ran on small motors, with commercial machinery having some of the largest. We spun the big ones by passing steam through a turbine.”

“Could you use a motor to create heat somehow to make the steam?” Foly asked.

I chuckled and shook my head. “No. At least…” I frowned. “Well, as long as your world works the same as my world, then no. Our scientists figured out the rules of how certain things work. Then called those rules laws. Thermodynamics states you can’t get more energy out of a system than you put in. Heating water makes steam, that steam creates pressure inside a closed container. Which turns a turbine that creates electricity. In turn, the steam takes some energy, and the friction of the bearings in the turbine, as well as thousands of other small things I haven’t thought of. In the end, what you’re describing can only work on paper under theoretical conditions. Practicality, it’s impossible by definition.”

She frowned. “I shall have to investigate this. In the meantime, you mentioned light? How do you make light with electricity?”

“That one is a lot easier,” I chuckled. “Too much electricity going through a wire causes it to heat up.”

“Hot steel glows,” she nodded. “But then it oxidizes.”

“It does,” I nodded. “So you combine a few things. Like a very, very fine wire. Like the width of a single strand of your hair. Wind it very tightly, so there’s more of it to emit light. You suspend it on wires inside a glass ball, and fill that ball with a gas like nitrogen or argon.”

“Fascinating,” Alfofida stared at me.

“Yup,” Foly chimed in. “Now it’s my turn for a question.”

I grinned at my beautiful wife and nodded. “Shoot.”

“Shoot?” She frowned.

“It means go ahead,” I told her as I took a sip of my drink.

Foly nodded before smiling. “Do you prefer your ladies shaved bare, or do you prefer a little fuzz?”

I snorted out the ale as Foly and Alfofida laughed at my expense. She took my mug to prevent me from spilling it as I coughed to clear my lungs. And when I finally had my breath and beer back in my control, I turned to the still grinning woman at my side.

“Really?”

“It’s an honest question,” she smiled up at me.

I rolled my eyes, noticing that Alfofida was staring rather intently at her mug.

“It’s… not really a preference,” I told her. “I guess… I’d prefer it to be neat. Women in my world would sometimes shave it smooth, others would leave a little patch at the top. Some left it natural, and while I don’t have anything against it. I’m not a fan of picking hair out of my teeth.”

“How would…” Alfofida’s eyes went wide as she realized the answer to her own question.

This time it was Foly, and I that were laughing, while Alfofida got up to refill our drinks to hide her embarrassment. Our night went on. Alfofida asked a few more questions. I told her about the places I had visited. About the climate and some of the wildlife, I was familiar. While Foly asked about more personal things, like the name of my first crush. And who was the best fuck I’d ever had? She turned as red as a tomato when I looked her in the eye and told her that she held that spot.

Until finally, with a drunken stagger, the two ladies helped me into the nest, where I curled up in a drunken stupor to sleep.

“I need to keep in mind that he can’t drink like we can,” Folotelyn giggled.

“It would be bad if he fell into that trap,” Alfofida agreed. “The last thing we need is a poorly thought out bet, causing strife.”

Foly nodded, before turning to her green-haired friend. “So?”

Alfofida grimaced and gave a nervous chuckle. “I… don’t know.”

“You brought the keg,” Foly pointed out.

Alfofida let out a long sigh. “It was mother’s idea. When father told me to attempt this, I was nervous and wasn’t sure how to start the conversation that…” She looked down, hearing a soft snore. “That clearly isn’t going to happen tonight.”

“He wants Toby that badly?” Foly asked.

Alfofida nodded slowly. “He said to do whatever was necessary.”

Foly smiled at her friend. “He won’t.”

“Won’t?”

“Not for that,” Foly corrected herself. “You should have seen his face when I told him what the consequences of our marriage were. I can say with confidence he wouldn’t touch you unless he thought it was your idea.”

“Oh…” Alfofida frowned. “Then…”

“Do you want it?”

The green-haired woman looked at her friend and chewed her lip. “Can he really achieve a mating lock?”

Foly smiled. “That’s not even the best part,” she said. “It’s how he acts during the moment. Whatever lessons you were taught, you can throw them away. I was ecstatic that it happened at all, but…”

“But?”

Foly blushed this time. “He just keeps touching. Kissing, and…”

Alfofida rolled her eyes. “Just tell me.”

Foly blushed and looked down for a moment. “He said something about a cock ring. I don’t know what that is, but… When I was laying there, waiting for him to stop, he just… didn’t.”

Alfofida narrowed her eyes. “Foly, do you mean⁠—”

“No,” Foly shook her head. “Not like that, I just…” A small smile tilted her lips. “Imagine lying there, satisfied and relaxed after finishing yourself in the best way possible.”

“Okay?” Alfofida nodded.

“Then imagine your hand just deciding to start up all over again. Only it’s not your hand. It’s a man, as sweet, kind and gentle as you’ve ever known, with a cock made of iron that punches right into your core with every thrust. And he’s not just satisfying himself. He holds you close, looks into your eyes and makes sure that you’re enjoying it just as much as him.”

Alfofida relaxed hearing those words. For a moment, she was worried about the implications of what her oldest friend had meant.

“Does your mother love your father?” Foly asked.

Alfofida paused before nodding slowly. “She says she does. She says that it took her a long time, and that she hoped that I would as well.”

Foly nodded. “I think I love him. And not just for the sex,” Foly said quickly. She cleared her throat and looked her oldest friend in the eye. “So I need to know exactly where you stand, and what your father hopes to gain, by giving you to him. You’d be a wonderful second wife, but I won’t accept you if I think it’s for the wrong reasons.”
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“Fuck,” I grunted.

My head hurt. It hurt a lot. On top of that, I was pinned down. There wasn’t just the familiar form of Foly curled into my side. But that of another. Cracking my eyes open, I confirmed it, as I spotted the bright green hair draped over my shoulder. I was laying in the nest, nestled between them both. My stirring must have been enough to wake them, and the ladies shifted on my sides.

Foly was the first to blink up at me and smile. “Good morning,” she yawned. “How do you feel?”

“Head’s killing me,” I admitted.

That was enough for Alfofida to sit up. She… well, she wasn’t fully dressed. Just a pair of underwear around her hips, leaving her sizable breasts swinging free as she climbed out of the nest.

“Alfi, can you get him something?” Foly asked.

“Already on it,” Alfofida answered, as she threw on her clothing and headed for the door.

I groaned as I slumped back. “She stayed here last night?”

“We were talking.” Foly sat up, showing me that she was in a similar state of undress.

“Talking?” I asked, before deciding I didn’t care. They were friends, after all. I was the newcomer here.

“Come on, you’ll feel better after a bath.”

“Will I?” I complained as she took my hand and stood up.

I let her haul me to my feet. I still felt uneasy as she helped me out and brought me around to the bath. It was shaped to go around the side of the nest, and had nice steps to sit on. Foly sat me down on the top one and helped undress me. I chuckled at the treatment, but she wouldn’t let me do it herself. When I was finally nude, she turned around and began to fiddle with some hidden pipes. I heard water splash out before noticing a trail of steam.

“That should be good,” Foly said, before pulling back. I felt a blast of hot water hit me in the legs, and I looked down. It was like art, with a hidden rim right around the entire bath suddenly spouting water.

“Oh, you got it ready,” Alfofida said, as she rushed back into the room. I turned slowly, noticing her approach with a mug in her hands. She bent down beside me and held it out. “I checked the ingredients. There’s nothing in there that should be harmful to you.”

“What is it?” I asked as I took the mug.

“It should help with the headache,” Foly smiled as she slipped her now soaked underwear down her thighs. “Alfi, are you staying?”

“If you don’t mind?” Alfofida asked.

I was in the middle of tossing back the strange tasting liquid when she said that. I wasn’t really paying attention and swallowed the concoction with a pained gulp. Setting the mug down, I blearily looked around, noticing not one, but two naked Dorfs in the bath. My eyes drifted south, as I locked on Folotelyn’s blue tuft above her mons, before switching to Alfofida’s. She was… entirely smooth.

I chewed my lip as my cock reacted to the sight, and I snapped my attention away from the furiously blushing Dorf. I locked my eyes on Folotelyn, who waded through the now waist deep water. She smirked before frowning as she watched me.

“Toby, how are you feeling?”

“Fine,” I answered immediately. “Just…” I frowned as I felt my heart pumping a little harder than necessary. “What was that stuff she gave me?”

“Mostly caffeine, with a mild sedative for pain,” Alfofida offered.

“An energy shot,” I chuckled.

“Just a small nudge to get you moving in the morning,” Alfofida hedged.

“That’s not necessarily true,” Foly turned to her friend. “He isn’t like us. We don’t know what a safe dosage is for a human.”

Alfofida froze in place. My heart began to pound, and I coughed as my chest ached. That caught both their attention.

“Get a tracab,” Foly told her friend. “We need to get him to my grandmother.”


CHAPTER NINE


“What happened?” Grandmother snapped.

“I gave him a hangover cure,” Alfofida whimpered.

I was lying on the stone bench. My vision was swimming, my chest pounded and of all things my cock was threatening to bust through the seams of my pants. I was hyperventilating as Foly held my arms trying to keep me still.

“Dammit, I hadn’t thought of that,” Grandmother snarled. “Foly, hold him still.”

I moaned as my chest tightened once more. I felt like I was having a heart attack. The pounding echoed through my entire body. Foly was barely holding on, and Alfofida was quietly sobbing in the corner of the room. Whenever I opened my eyes, through the swirls in my vision, I could see the chaos going on around me.

It wasn’t just Foly’s Grandmother in the room. She had several assistants that were moving around. Some were taking notes, others were bringing in smaller versions of the machine hanging above me. Two came over to hold my legs and I groaned in discomfort. The more I moved, the better I felt and being pinned down just made me focus on the pain instead. I moaned again as straps were wrapped around my limbs and torso.

“It’s only for a moment,” Foly promised me, pressing a kiss to my lips.

I groaned as she pulled away. This was all so fucked. The room cleared and someone, probably Foly, took Alfofida with them. I remembered when this happened last time and clenched my eyes shut as the room lit up once more. I could make out all the machinery through my eyelids, and blinked to clear my vision. Before the second, smaller machine activated. This time, I was dumb enough to have them open, and yelled out at the blinding flash.

There was hurried footsteps as everyone returned, and someone grabbed my face.

“Open your eyes,” Grandmother ordered.

I did just that, and could just make out her face as she loomed overhead. I was mostly blind, but they seemed to work, and she agreed as she let out a huff.

“He should be fine, but we’ll check the scan if necessary,” she said.

“What’s happening to me?” I croaked.

“It… appears you’ve had a reaction to the medicine we gave you,” the old Dorf muttered. “A particular herb that usually helps relax certain parts of our brains, has had the opposite effect on yours.”

“It’s affecting my brain?” I grunted.

“It’s a stimulant,” she continued. “It also helps to relax blood vessels in the body. This, combined with the stimulant properties of the caffeine… Everyone, clear the room at once.”

“Am I dying?” I croaked.

“Not at all,” she sighed. “Foly dear?”

“Yes, grandmother?” She said in a worried tone.

“Do you see this concentration?”

I couldn’t see what they were talking about. With my vision swirling, I could make out both of them looking at the projection of my body, but I couldn’t make out exactly what they were discussing.

“What is that?”

“It should be fine,” her grandmother chuckled. “But it needs to be… drained.”

“What does?” I pulled on my restraints.

“I’ll leave you two alone.”

I pulled at the straps once more. My chest hurt. My body ached. My cock felt like it was going to explode and I didn’t know what was going on. When Foly’s worried smile appeared above me, I tilted my chin up to demand an explanation, when her lips slammed into my own. I wanted to push her away, and ask just what the hell was going on. At least, until I felt her hand slipping into my pants.

Her fingers wrapped around my cock, and I jerked as she took hold.

“MMM!”

Foly pulled away from the kiss, as her hand started sliding up and down my shaft. “This is medically necessary,” she told me with a straight face.

“What?” I gasped as she stroked me. “What’s going on?”

“Don’t think,” she leaned in and kissed my cheek. “I need you to cum.”

Despite my pain and confusion, that was a forgone conclusion. I was as hard as the stone that built this place and there was no stopping me.

“This is fucked,” I grunted.

“You can fuck me all you want later,” Foly promised. “Just right now, this needs to happen, okay?”

“Okay,” I squeezed my eyes shut.

My chest pounded, my head throbbed, my cock tensed in her hand. And before I could muster the words to tell her how much of a mess I was about to make, I jerked in my bonds. Spurt after spurt of my seed splashed out inside my pants, all over Foly’s hand. She slowed her stroking, but didn’t stop. Trying to milk as much out of me as she could, I slumped back on the stone bench and stared at the ceiling.

“Toby?”

“Hmm?” I turned to face the beautiful Dorf, still holding my cock. My vision swirled but… “Wow.”

“How do you feel?” she leaned in.

I nodded slowly before smiling. “Good. No more pain.”

“It worked,” she sighed and kissed me.

It was then a second flash went off. With my eyes covered by Foly’s blue hair, I caught a glimpse of the shape of her skull before she pulled away.

Her hand slipped out of my pants, and I grunted as I felt the fabric stick to me instead.

“Here, let me take a sample,” grandmother ordered as she strode back in holding a glass vial.

“Here,” Foly blushed as she held out her hand.

Grandmother collected some of… yeah. Then she handed it to another of her assistants, who rushed out of the room with it.

“You’re not going to do anything inappropriate with that, are you?” I asked.

“Just some tests,” Grandmother assured me. “You won’t be having any illegitimate children. Especially not while my dear Foly thinks so highly of you.” She turned to the projected scan, now showing two people. “Speaking of, dear, your blood pressure is rather high.”

“I’m fine, grandmother,” Foly squeaked softly.

“And how is he?” a familiar voice snapped.

I turned my head, seeing Elder Kyanite storming into the room. Something was still wrong, though. My vision swirled a bit, and I felt lighter than I should. Whatever happened had reduced all the pressure, but I still didn’t feel myself.

“Toby will be fine,” Grandmother assured him. “He will make a full recovery.”

“Be that as it may, I’ve placed Alfofida Malachite under arrest.”

“WHAT?!” Foly screeched.

Her father stared at her for a moment. “She provided Tobias with a concoction that resulted in an emergency medical procedure. Under guest rights, I had no choice⁠—”

“FATHER!”

“Foly, you of all people know our tenets,” the elder stared his daughter in the eye. “There is nothing that I can do to stop this.”

Foly slumped in place before lowering her head.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

“Alfofida is being charged with poisoning you,” Foly looked back at me.

I blinked in confusion before turning to the elder. “I’m okay.”

The elder stared at me for a moment before shaking his head. “What’s done is done. You were a guest in the Malachite clan home, and were poisoned by the third daughter of their elder. This is beyond my control.”

I felt the straps being released and sat up as Foly leaned against the bench. She let out a quiet sob, and I pulled her into my side. This was a mistake. Alfofida didn’t intend for this to happen. She was a friend. She even went as far as explaining what would happen…

“Oh,” I frowned.

That was the point. Wasn’t it? She was warned that should anything happen to me, there would be repercussions, even for a mistake. Only, it was she that made that mistake. Not one of the cooks or other staff members.

“I think the two of you need to go sit down,” Foly’s grandmother approached. “Go back to your rooms.”

Foly let out a quiet whimper, and I held her to my side. Despite her turmoil, she accepted her grandmother’s words and helped me off the stone bench. The mood in the room was somber. Elder Kyanite watched us go without a word and Foly let out a few sniffles as we returned to the room.

The walk for me was invigorating. Without the pounding in my chest, I felt more alert. My body was moving normally, and while I could feel my heart thudding at a higher pace than strictly necessary, I didn’t feel like I was about to explode. So despite the mood, I felt pretty good inside.

“I think I should bathe,” I told Foly as we finally made it back. “I’m a bit of a mess.”

“Okay,” Foly nodded, following me into the bathroom.

I let her take the lead as she helped me undress. I was feeling much better now. But I could see she needed something to think about that wasn’t her friend. I didn’t think this was fair, but the Dorfs had a lot of culture wrapped up in all this. There had to be some way we could help Alfofida. If this was back home, I’d have just refused to press charges, but that clearly wasn’t something I could do here. She had violated one of their tenets and was being convicted against their laws, and not just against me.

Foly helped me into the water, and I sat down on one of the rounded protrusions beneath the surface. Rather than let Foly continue to dote on me, I pulled her into my lap. She let out a quiet whimper before burying her face in my shoulder. I hugged her tightly and ignored the soft sobs as she cried against me.

“What can we do?” I asked.

“N-nothing,” Foly shook her head without looking up.

“There has to be something,” I insisted. “An old law we can exploit. Are their exceptions to the guest rights? What can we do to help her?”

“Guest rights are absolute,” Foly sat up this time. Her face was red, and her eyes puffy. Tears rolled down her cheeks, and I gently brushed them away with my thumb.

“Then how would I get around the guest rights?” I asked. “Could I pretend to have done something to violate them?”

“Then you’d be the one being charged,” Foly shook her head.

“Maybe—”

“Don’t you dare,” she snarled at me. Then just looked sad. “Alfi wouldn’t want that either.”

“What other ways could we get around it, then?” I asked. “Because from what it sounds like, the problem was the guest rights thing. If I wasn’t a guest in their home, it wouldn’t apply, would it?”

“No,” Foly shook her head. “But the only way to stop being a guest in someone else’s home is to break the rules as a guest or…” Foly’s eyes went wide.

“Or?” I urged her gently.

“Or you join their family. Guest rights don’t apply between family members of a clan. That would be an internal conflict, and you could deny that she acted wrongly.”

“That doesn’t help us much now,” I sighed.

“NO!” Foly squealed before shaking her head. “No, you don’t understand. Her father sent her to seduce you.”

I let out a sigh. “I’m not⁠—”

“No,” Foly pressed a hand to my mouth. “I’m sorry, it wasn’t like that. She was sent, yes. But before you say no. I need you to believe me when I tell you that she wanted this as well.”

I frowned at her and gave a small nod. “You said she stayed the night, and you talked.”

“We talked,” Foly nodded. “Mostly about our lives, but more about how you fit into my own.”

“Foly—”

“—Toby, I was worried about her at first,” Foly quickly interrupted and then placed a hand on my chest. “I know this is a lot. I even tried to threaten her that I’d keep an eye on her and drive her away if I didn’t think she’d be a good fit. But she will go to a hearing, and they will have her executed. Father is tied up in politics, since our clan is the victim. Elder Garnet will push for her to be killed. Elder Malachite will be disgraced no matter how he votes, and Elder Obsidian will probably side with Garnet. Spinel might go either way, but there’s still a decent chance they will vote the same.”

“I saw her father with multiple wives,” I nodded. “How does that work?”

Foly let out a gasp of relief. “You’ll do it?”

I hugged her. “She’s your friend. This was all a misunderstanding. I can’t let them kill her for it.”

“They still might,” Folotelyn muttered. “But this is her best chance.”

“Then we’ll try,” I nodded. “But… What does this mean, for you and me?”

Folotelyn looked me in the eye and kissed me. I smiled at the sudden motion. And when she pulled back, she smiled. “You already have the makings of a fine husband, Toby. Don’t worry about those things.”

“I really think that we should⁠—”

“Foly?” Forbawynn’s voice carried through the room. “Elder Malachite is here!”

Foly froze in my lap before getting up. “It’s time to go.”

I nodded before standing. When I turned, my still erect cock smacked against Foly’s side. Which would have been embarrassing enough as it is. Except for her people’s views on casual nudity, and her sister now staring at mini-Toby, standing at full attention.

“I don’t know whether to be impressed, or concerned,” she muttered, before looking at Foly.

“If you like, I’m sure I could get a model made up,” Foly suggested.

I groaned, making both ladies laugh at my expense.
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“Are you okay?” Grandmother asked me.

I nodded as the tracab rumbled along. I was sitting between Folotelyn and Rarrouth in the back. While Elder Kyanite, his mother and Forbawynn sat across from us. We were all dressed impeccably, and on our way to the meeting chamber for the elders. It was only pure luck that we arrived that first day while they were already in session. Usually, the elders conducted business from their clan homes unless meeting up became necessary.

“Just a little worked up,” I smiled at the old Dorf.

Truthfully, I felt like I had a lightning rod up my ass. Despite the vast improvements to how I was just an hour ago. I was still very much under the effects of whatever it was that Alfofida had given me. It wasn’t like cocaine, I was fully aware of my surroundings and could sit still when needed. But I’d had to tuck my cock into the waist of my pants just to hide the bulge and every time I looked at Folotelyn in the dress she wore, I pictured myself ripping her out of it again.

“Do we need to make a stop somewhere?” the old woman asked.

“No time,” Elder Kyanite answered for me. “Malachite left before us. We’re bringing the accused.”

“Hmph,” Foly shifted beside me.

“You know our laws,” Elder Kyanite sighed. “I’m sorry.”

We hadn’t told them. We hadn’t told anyone. I reached over, taking Foly’s hand, and gave it a small squeeze. She was as nervous as I was. I’d made a spectacle when I arrived. Now I was about to make another one. If this worked out the way we planned it, things could land us in a very strange place. I wasn’t sure, but something told me a man marrying the equivalent of two princesses from two different families wasn’t something done before. It would give us ties to two clans and, from a political perspective, that made us both influential and potentially vulnerable.

I felt the tracab slow and braced myself for what was coming. When we did come to a stop, the door flew open only moments later as the driver appeared.

“They’ve already started.”

“Damn them,” Elder Kyanite snarled as he shoved his way out before the rest of us could get up.

Forbawynn was next, followed by her husband Rarrouth. Grandmother urged me to go next and Folotelyn helped her grandmother climb down behind me. As she did, I watched a pair of armed Dorfs, holding Alfofida by the shoulders, marching her ahead of them. The green-haired woman cast a glance in our direction. She was crying openly, but offered no words or resistance as they led her into the meeting chamber.

With her grandmother at our side, we hurried to follow, as raised voices echoed in the dark stone passageway.

“The tenets are clear!” Elder Garnet roared. “Your own daughter proved that fact not long ago!”

“I am only enquiring as to the possibility of a mistake and the worthiness of a trial,” Elder Kyanite droned in a bored tone as he moved up to take his seat with the rest of them.

Elder Malachite looked utterly defeated as he stared at his daughter. Alfofida had been brought in, and shoved to her knees in the middle of the room. Her shoulders were slumped and her head was bowed. I’d have thought she was praying, if not for the subtle shaking as she cried. My heart broke, and I looked at Foly, who was staring at her friend with clear worry.

“Ah, the victim in question,” Elder Spinel announced.

“Elders,” I bowed my head slightly.

“This isn’t about victimhood,” Elder Garnet snapped. “This is about one of our own, breaking guest rights and violating our tenets.”

“Which tenet is that, Elder?” Folotelyn stepped forward.

Elder Garnet shot her an angry glare. “You were not given permission to⁠—”

“Folotelyn Kyanite,” Elder Spinel smiled softly. Whatever direction she intended to vote on for this. I had to admire her guts to cut off Elder Garnet. His face was slowly going the color of his hair. “Alfofida Malachite, third in line beneath Elder Malachite, is being charged with breaking guest rights. In a potential poisoning attempt against your very husband.”

“My sincerest apologies, Elders,” Folotelyn stepped forward. “But there has been a terrible misunderstanding. We were not given the opportunity to explain before things were set in motion.”

“What things?” Elder Garnet snapped.

“My husband was not technically under guest rights within the Malachite clan home. The cause of my husband’s ailment was a cure to a hangover he received after celebrating our agreement to enter into a marriage contract with Alfofida Malachite.”

Elder Malachite jerked in his seat. His eyes went wide. Alfofida did the same, and it was painfully obvious that this was the first anyone had heard of this. Despite that, Elder Spinel was smirking and Elder Obsidian, who had remained silent so far, had tilted his head as if amused by what she had just said.

“No,” Elder Garnet shook his head. “I cannot accept this. Elder Malachite would have brought it to my attention⁠—”

“Did you not hear, Elder Garnet?” Elder Spinel interrupted him yet again. “Young Folotelyn has just described to us that they were celebrating. From the accounts provided, I would think there had been little opportunity to have made a proper announcement.”

“Elder Malachite?” Garnet turned to the green-haired man, who was staring at me in shock. Hearing his name, he jerked and turned to face his fellow Elder. “What do you have to say for this?”

“I-I had… instructed, and hoped for my daughter to achieve this,” he admitted softly. “I was unaware she had been successful.”

Elder Garnet narrowed his eyes. “And the terms of the marriage?”

Elder Malachite frowned. “Unknown at this point.”

“Then I would argue their marriage contract is not valid,” Elder Garnet sighed. “Unfortunately, this will⁠—”

“Elder Garnet, your argument is not becoming of us all,” Elder Kyanite spoke up.

“Quite,” Elder Spinel agreed. “While I am loath to throw away the teachings of our tenets, I am equally perturbed about holding them to a legally wed couple in this way.”

“You heard Elder Malachite. There are no terms. This was not a valid marriage,” Garnet snapped.

“Shall we vote on it?” Elder Spinel suggested.

Garnet glanced around, seeing the looks on the elder’s faces. Before grimacing. Then he let out a bark of laughter. “No. We are here, upholding the old tenets. We should include them.” He looked me in the eye and smiled. “I hereby challenge the right of marriage.”

The room fell silent, and I realized that everyone was staring at me. So… without anything to hint what I should do, I nodded. “Okay.”

“You accept?” Elder Garnet’s eyebrows rose.

“I accept,” I agreed, as Folotelyn’s fingers suddenly clamped down on my arm.

“Very well Elder Garnet,” Elder Spinel nodded. “However, I must insist that a neutral third party be his opponent.”

“What?” Garnet snapped.

“I would happily accept,” Elder Obsidian spoke up.

“No,” Garnet growled. “I will⁠—”

“A vote then,” Elder Spinel smiled. “All those in favor of Tobias Connor Kyanite, dueling a representative of Clan Obsidian’s choosing. To ensure neutrality for the conduct of the duel, raise your hand.”

Around the room, all the elders but Garnet rose their hand. I even spotted Folotelyn’s grandmother holding hers up, smirking as she did so all could see it.

“Very well,” Elder Spinel smiled. “Tobias Conner Kyanite. You will duel the champion of Clan Obsidian, on the behalf of Clan Garnet to death or incapacitation. If you are successful, your marriage to Alfofida Malachite will be recognized by this council and the matter of guest rights will be nullified. If you fail, she will be executed.”

“Duel?” I muttered softly.

Elder Spinel gave me a smile. “As the challenged, you may choose your weapon.”

I stared in shock before looking around. Alfofida’s eyes were locked on me. There was hope there, but also a great deal of sadness. Folotelyn was staring at the floor, and all but one of the elders were stony faced. That one was Malachite, who mouthed a single word at me.

“Frames,” I nodded, recognizing what he was telling me. “I choose to fight with frames.”

“Preposterous,” Elder Garnet sniffed. “Where would you even get a frame?”

“If Tobias Kyanite is unable to procure the weapon he selected, he will simply have to fight without one.” Elder Spinel sat back in her chair, giving me a long look. “Good luck.”

“I appreciate it, Elder Spinel.” I gave a small bow.

Garnet glared at the room. “Alfofida⁠—”

“Should be placed in a neutral position until after the duel,” Elder Obsidian droned. “As you are the challenging party, I am the champion. Kyanite is the challenged and Malachite is the perpetrator, that leaves Elder Spinel as the most likely to remain neutral.”

“I accept,” Elder Spinel smiled. “Please have Alfofida Malachite taken to my personal Tracab.”

“She’s a prisoner,” Garnet snarled.

“What better way to contain her than in my personal vehicle,” Elder Spinel replied as several guards helped Alfofida to her feet. “Now, if there is nothing else, I shall be available at the duel.”

Without another word, Elder Spinel stood from her chair. After looking me up and down, I swear she gave me a small nod of respect before heading off after Alfofida. Garnet swore under his breath, before storming from the room in a fit, while Elders’ Malachite, Kyanite and Obsidian came over to stand in front of me.

“Tobias,” Malachite looked at me.

“I’m… sorry if I overstepped,” I muttered nervously. “I guess… Alfofida and I just… clicked and well… Yeah.”

“Yeah,” the bewildered father shook his head.

“Do be sure to put up a good show,” Elder Obsidian looked me in the eye. “My clan values integrity. While I stand by my original vote to have you executed, you have my respect for your actions today. Even if it is foolish to make an enemy out of Elder Garnet.”

He gave us a nod, and strode from the room, leaving just the two elders, who stood side by side.

“Foly?” Kyanite asked.

“Can you stall them?” she begged. “Please, father. Anything?”

“I cannot do that,” Elder Kyanite shook his head. “The challenge was made. He only had two options, and it was obvious he understood neither of them. You embarrassed Garnet. This is his retribution.”

She lowered her head, and Malachite shifted. “Will you fight?”

I sighed. “Do I have a choice?”

“You could forfeit,” Kyanite suggested.

“That would just let Garnet kill her, wouldn’t it?” I asked. “What are the terms of the duel? I think there’s a lot here I don’t know.”

“Tomorrow, at noon,” Malachite said solemnly. “There’s a clearing above the city where the earth is stable.”

“Tomorrow?” I groaned.

“This is why I wanted to stall,” Folotelyn urged. “Father, Elder Malachite, he hasn’t even worn a frame yet. How is he supposed to fight? How is he supposed to take on one of Obsidian’s ilk?”

“He’s not going to do anything standing here,” Malachite nodded. “Tobias, today, my daughter had intended to show you the prototype she had built. I am not sure of its completion status, but I am aware that it is ready and waiting for you.”

“I shall leave you with it,” Kyanite nodded, before looking over at Forbawynn and her husband. With a wave of his hand, they filed out, casting us worried looks.

Malachite, seeing them leave, licked his lips. “Please, Tobias. Whatever it takes. Save my daughter.”

I looked at Foly’s worried expression and gave a small nod. “I’m certainly going to try.”


CHAPTER TEN


“This appears to be it,” Elder Malachite sighed.

I honestly didn’t know what to expect. This room would be best described as organized chaos. Benches, worktops and tables on wheels were strewn about the room. Most of them were laden with various tools, equipment and half completed machinery. Some of which were obvious, like the internal components that made up the hand for a frame. It looked remarkably like a human skeleton, using a chain around a ratchet system mounted in the wrist to move each finger.

Other things, like a twisted glass pipe, glowed ominously in a way that warned me off touching it. Not that I would. This wasn’t just any workshop in the Malachite home, this was apparently Alfofida’s bedroom. Though it was hard to tell where she actually slept. Still, none of that was as important as the frame in the center of the room. It was almost set out as if on display. Like Alfofida had put it there, so it would be the first thing someone would see as they came in. It made me wonder about what Foly had told me they discussed. About her being pressured into trying to join our budding family.

This though. This was far beyond what I had expected. Even Elder Malachite seemed in awe of what he was seeing.

“It’s larger,” he pondered as he walked around it. “She has moved components to make room for your increased size.”

“Is that a bad thing?” I asked.

“Weight distribution will be different to our own,” Foly suggested.

“Rightly so,” Elder Malachite nodded. “I would not have approved these kinds of changes to one of my own, however.” He looked over at me. “You are not my own.”

“So… what happens now?”

“Now?” the elder chuckled darkly. “Now we figure out how to use this thing, so you can save my daughter’s life.”

“You don’t know?” I asked. “I thought this was your idea.”

“It was,” he sighed and shook his head. “Tell me, do you have training with swords?”

“No,” I admitted.

“Clubs? What about the ax?” He pressed.

I sighed. “No, I haven’t been trained to fight with a weapon.”

Elder Malachite nodded. “I knew my daughter had completed this. It’s still just a prototype though. She hadn’t shared any of the details, just that she wanted to present it to you.”

“So we don’t even know if this thing works?” I sighed.

“Toby,” Foly nudged me. “Alfofida knows how to make a frame. Our people have done it for a very long time now.”

“Sorry,” I told them both. “This whole situation is just…”

“For what it’s worth,” Elder Malachite looked over at the two of us. “I appreciate you trying to help. And… If you are successful. I will grant you whatever you wish as a reward.”

I was about to deny him, when I remembered what Foly had told me about accepting how this world worked. My sensibilities were nice and all, but they meant little to an entirely separate culture. Instead, I gave the elder a bow.

“Thank you.”

He nodded. “Then let’s get you into this thing.”

Foly slipped away from my side and she joined the elder. They fiddled with the sides before Foly made a triumphant sound. Right before the front of the frame opened up. The chest swung open like a refrigerator door, while the legs did the same on hinges on the outside of the leg. The arms were folded back in a way that suggested I had to slip them down into the sleeves, but not before Elder Malachite leaned in to inspect the internals.

“Fascinating,” he scratched his chin. “In order to house the components required to grip and hold our equipment, our frames were developed larger than our bodies’ need. Yours, appears to be built specifically for your size. I can see some of the normal equipment, like the stabilizers and the tensioners that will help with the weight. But most of this armor will be controlled by your own musculature, and not via machinery.”

“Is that a good thing?” I asked.

“It means that it’s different,” Foly frowned. “But I’m not sure by how much. Frames can take time to get used to. It’s impossible to tell how you will feel using this one.”

I nodded slowly before moving up to the metallic armor. It looked much like the ones the ladies wore. Elder Malachite was right, though. This one had a bulkier back. It would have been far more uncomfortable to travel, slung over the back of this particular piece. Hopefully, that wouldn’t be something to worry about in the future.

I reached in, pressing my right arm into the sleeve, before turning my back as I stepped awkwardly into the legs of the frame. It wasn’t the easiest thing to do, especially as I groped around looking for the left armhole. Foly helped steer me into place, and I pushed my shoulders back, sliding my arms down. The inside was slightly padded. With something like a thin layer of soft wool separating my arm, and a skintight sleeve.

“We’ll get you into a proper suit tomorrow,” Elder Malachite said, as he examined me standing there inside the frame. “Normal clothing can sometimes pinch and cause friction. This will be just a test.”

I nodded and looked at Foly. “So… what now?”

“Oh,” she grinned and gave a nod. “Right, yes. In our suits, we pull our thumb and smallest finger into the palm on each side, before flexing our wrist.”

Whatever mechanism they had wasn’t the same as mine. They likely had some kind of glove they wore on the inside, covered in whatever mechanical components they needed to transmit sensory data to the hand of the frame. Whereas my hands were the glove of the frame. Still, I did as she suggested. Pulling my thumb and pinky towards my palm, I flexed my wrist, and heard what sounded like the clunk of a sci-fi magnetic door.

The legs closed in first, pushing my feet firmly into position. It felt like a firm squeeze, without being tight or restrictive. The chest plate swung around, clamping firmly around me as well. The final piece was the faceplate that slid down from the top of the helmet, locking down under my chin. I was trapped in silent darkness. I heard a hiss, followed by the feeling of cool air being blown gently around my face.

And my world lit up. The inside of the faceplate illuminated like a phone screen. It was blank for a moment, before the darkness swirled and shifted until I realized what was happening.

“Hello Toby,” Alfofida smiled at me, as she repositioned whatever device she was using to record this. She wore a simple outfit. This world’s equivalent of a shirt and some coveralls, complete with a tool belt. “Don’t be afraid. This isn’t anything nefarious. Just my way of really introducing myself. Right now, I’ll be out there, with Foly, reassuring her this warm-up procedure is going as normal.”

“Clever,” I chuckled.

“Truthfully, though, this recording will be destroyed the moment it finishes playing,” she smiled. “I’m not good at this. I talk too much, and I make people feel inferior when I’m smarter than them. And I don’t mean to be, and I hope that I haven’t done anything to upset you. Just… I really needed a way to say this once and be done with it, and give you the opportunity to pretend like this never happened.”

Her recording blipped like she had stopped recording at that point. Only now, she was sitting just where she was. Except rather than the coveralls, she was now in a transparent gown dress that came to just above her knees.

“My father wanted me to pursue you. To entice you to join our family, but… I sense that you would not appreciate our politics.”

“That’s for fucking sure,” I muttered.

“So, I’m going to make this as blunt and as clear as I can,” she sighed. “This is my offer to you. As Foly’s second.” Alfofida smiled. “She’s my best friend. I know that has helped our fathers as much as it has hindered them. Never in my wildest dreams would I have believed a situation unique enough for our people to accept a marriage of our station between multiple clans. But your presence in our world has changed all that.”

“While I won’t promise that there won’t be political implications for me joining with you and Folotelyn,” Alfofida opened her legs, showing her glistening labia. “I’m willing to put them aside if you are. Speak with Foly, and if you come to an agreement. Ask to see this dress in person.” She then tilted her head. “If not, well… This conversation won’t be seen by anyone else. And it’s your word against mine.”

The recording shut off. And the inside of the faceplate suddenly lit up with Folotelyn’s worried face.

“TOBY!” she screamed.

I jerked back at the sudden volume and, as the mass of the suit threatened to send me to the floor, I stepped back. Throwing my arms out, I struck the stand that held the frame in place, smashing it to pieces as Foly and Elder Malachite ducked for cover.

“TOBY!” Foly screamed again.

“I’m okay!” I shouted, as I swung my arms around, regaining my balance. “Sorry!”

“Toby!” She got up and moved closer. “The frame closed up and you just stood there. I was worried.”

“We both were.” Elder Malachite frowned.

“Sorry,” I rolled my shoulders, as I instinctively began to test how I felt wearing the frame. “It went through some kind of boot sequence.”

That made them both relax, and I was able to take a moment to think about something other than the sight of Alfofida’s glistening pussy. I raised my hands, examining how they looked while in the frame. I felt like I was some kind of comic book character walking around in this thing.

“Have your balance issues settled?” Elder Malachite stepped up. “How does it feel?”

“Pretty good actually,” I grinned, before rolling my eyes when I realized he couldn’t see me. “It just feels like I’m wearing a suit.”

“That will be good to note for future improvements,” he said, turning to a nearby bench with a stack of paperwork.

“How about we take this outside and see what you can do?” Folotelyn suggested. “I’m sure Alfofida wouldn’t mind if I borrowed her frame for this.”

“Not at all.” Elder Malachite turned, holding a fresh clipboard and a wad of paper. “If this stands a chance of succeeding, we need to get you as much experience as possible.”

“Exactly,” Foly grinned, before rushing off to the far end of the room.

To my surprise, it wasn’t just a wall, but a door that folded up into the ceiling, revealing a small, but well thought out sleeping area. Like Foly’s room, it had that strange nest Dorfs liked to sleep in. Her clothing was hanging from a rack, which made me blush as I spotted a familiar outfit set on one side where it was easy to grab. To my surprise though, a frame, perhaps the one she wore before, or one just like it, was set up in a stand by the door.

Foly climbed into it, and a moment later she stepped out, giving all the joints a shake.

“It’s not quite my own,” Foly said. “But it’ll do.”

I gave her a nod, and she walked over. I stood, looking her in the eye. Our frames were the same size. Just mine had a slight hunch to the back where some of the mechanical equipment was.

“Shall we?”

“Let’s go,” I chuckled.

Foly stepped around me, and I turned to follow her. Only, I made it a single step, before my faceplate went blank. Suddenly, losing my vision caused me to tumble over onto the floor with a heavy crash. I was perfectly fine within the frame, but the joints had suddenly gone stiff and I was having trouble moving.

“Toby!” I could hear Foly and Elder Malachite shouting.

I tried to move my hands to make the gesture and get myself out once more. Laying on my face made it hard. I wasn’t able to lift my arms high enough to make space for my fingers to bend inward. At least, until Foly turned me over like an upside down turtle. Once on my back, I had the freedom to touch my thumbs and pinkies to my palms, and there was that metallic thud once more.

I had a moment of worry though, as the frame didn’t open right away. It had been released, but I was still stuck. At least, until I started to move. That told me that it was free to open, just whatever mechanism that worked to do it automatically had shut down with the rest of the frame. My movement, though, had given Foly all the information she needed as she peeled the chest open, and raised my faceplate.

“Toby?”

“It just died,” I grunted and wiggled my arms out to sit up. “One moment I was there, the next, everything went dark, and I fell over.”

“We need to get this examined quickly then,” Elder Malachite sighed. “Hopefully it is something simple.”

I looked at the old man and saw desperation in his eyes once more.
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“So,” I sighed as I looked around the room once again.

We had decided to stay with Elder Malachite for the evening. If they needed me to try the frame again, it was easier if I was nearby. And if it was repaired quickly, I could go back and test it out once again. My chances of winning were already slim. Whoever I was going to fight against would likely be someone trained. Not just in how to use a frame, but in how to fight. I’d done a bit of karate as a kid, but I doubted that was going to help me now.

“Toby?” Foly caught my attention.

“Sorry,” I shook my head. “Lost in thoughts.”

“There’s a lot to think about,” she said as she snuggled up beside me.

I pulled my arm around her hip and slowly led her out onto the balcony once more. The keg was still sitting there, like a stark reminder of what got us into this mess to begin with. I just hoped I’d have time to share another one. The alternative wasn’t something I wanted to think about.

“Alfofida left me a message,” I said, as I directed Foly into one of the chairs. “That’s why I was quiet after I got in the suit. It didn’t start, because it was playing me a message.”

“That’s expensive technology,” Folotelyn nodded.

“Really?” I tilted my head. “Where I come from, it’s really common. But… That’s not important. Alfofida, she… ahh…”

“She was naked, wasn’t she?” Foly giggled and gave me a nudge.

“Not at first,” I admitted. “And… she was wearing a transparent dress.”

“Sounds like she was telling me the truth then,” Foly sighed. “If she was only interested in the politics, she wouldn’t have put so much of an investment into getting your attention like that. No doubt, she said something about it being destroyed afterward?”

“Yup,” I nodded. “That’s exactly what she said.”

Foly nodded. “So?”

“So?” I frowned. “That’s why I’m talking to you about it.”

“What’s there to talk about?” Foly shrugged. “If you win, she’s going to be your second wife. That’s all but decided.”

“But—”

“Toby, you’re overthinking this,” Foly patted my leg. “Do you find her unattractive?”

“No,” I frowned.

“Do you find her personality displeasing?”

“No,” I sighed.

“Do you think I’m going to abandon you for her?”

This time, I turned and looked at her in confusion. “No. Is that a thing?”

“In political marriages, it is not unheard of to find a preferable partner,” Foly shrugged. “It wouldn’t be the first time a pair of wives preferred one another to their husband.”

“Oh,” I nodded. “I wasn’t sure if that was a thing here or not. Some people are in relationships like that where I come from. Others condemn it.”

“Interesting,” Foly nodded. “What about you? Is that something you’d condemn?” I shifted uncomfortably, and she looked me up and down for a moment before grinning. “Or is that something you’d like to witness?”

“I think most young men where I come from have entertained the idea of two ladies at once,” I admitted.

She turned to face me and crawled into my lap. “What if I did that thing?”

I slumped back, not knowing where this was going, as she perched herself on my lap. “What thing?”

“What you did?” Foly leaned in. “With your tongue on my… on my clit. What if I did that with Alfofida?”

My cock throbbed in my pants, reminding me that I’d been slightly on edge most of the day. Whatever relief I had experienced that morning, things were back in full swing right now. Foly knew it too, smirking as she placed her hand over the bulge.

“Foly,” I said in a warning tone.

“We could all try it together,” she whispered. “You and I could take turns licking her. Or… you and her, taking turns licking me.”

“Foly.” I narrowed my eyes.

“Then we could take turns licking and sucking you,” she grinned widely.

“Dammit Foly,” I shook my head. “You’re driving me crazy here.”

She had a sly smile on her face as she raised herself up on her knees and kissed me. I was distracted by the sudden motion, and jerked as I felt her hands tugging at the front of my pants. Grabbing her shoulders, she didn’t stop her efforts to open my pants, and when I pulled her away, she grinned at me.

“Toby, this might just be a medical emergency,” she said, finally achieving her goal of fishing my cock out of my pants.

“You’re crazy,” I hissed. “We’re outside on the balcony.”

She grinned as she hiked up the front of her gown. “Then you better keep kissing me to stop me from screaming then.”

I growled as she took hold of my cock. With one hand steering, she used the other to pull her underwear aside. There was a brief moment as I felt the head of my cock slip between her soaking labia, before she sank quickly over my cock. Her molten depths gripped me and she let out a soft moan as I stretched her. She was soaking wet, and I felt it on her thighs as she settled atop me with a satisfied giggle.

“You’re a bad girl,” I shook my head.

“Shut up and kiss me,” she leaned in and did just that.

I held her close, and she rocked her hips. Not just content with moving back and forth, she raised and lowered herself, bouncing on my cock with each movement. Her tongue dived into my mouth, and I did all I could to distract her from the muffled cries she was letting out. Her scent flooded my nostrils, and I tightened my grip, holding her close as I adjusted my position on the chair.

“What are you doing?” She moaned as she frowned at me.

“This,” I grinned and thrust up into her.

Her eyes went wide as our hips made a soft smacking sound as they met. She was on her knees, leaning on my chest, unable to move as I thrust quickly up into her. She seemed surprised and her face went through a range of expressions, from surprise to delight, only to settle on a fierce scowl.

“Toby, I’m supposed to be doing this,” she growled.

“Too bad.” I reached up and cupped the back of her head. “Because bad girls don’t get what they want. And good girls do as they’re told.”

Foly’s eyes went wide, and she didn’t resist as I pulled her into a kiss. Her arms slipped around my neck, and she clung to me, slowly rocking her hips, to enjoy the different angles as I fucked her. Her tongue was soft, but demanding as she moaned deliciously into my mouth. I held her close, feeling every squeeze of her core. Her pussy squeezed me, and I could feel that inner space within her begin to suck me in. Each thrust became more difficult to pull away, and Foly’s kissing was only getting more energetic. I could feel her juices pouring down her thighs, soaking into my pants.

It was then she shuddered. Mid kiss, I opened my eyes, seeing hers, rolling back in her head. There was a sharp intake of breath, and I kept her mouth pinned to mine as I felt her suck me deep inside herself. Her core throbbed, and I grunted as she jerked and spasmed in my lap. There was no way I could resist this, and as her pussy sucked and milked me, I started to cum as well. All sense of time left me as I clung to this beautiful woman. Until finally, she pulled away from the kiss, to take several long breaths of air.

“Oh, wow,” she sighed.

“Wow,” I nodded. “You’re amazing, you know that?”

She blushed and leaned into my shoulder. “You’re pretty amazing yourself, Toby.”

“I’m just me,” I shrugged. “There’s a million other Toby’s out there.”

“But only one Toby, is sitting on this balcony with me,” she turned her head to kiss my cheek. “Only one Toby, looks at me like I’m the most precious gemstone he’s ever seen. Only one Toby, to make me say this.”

“Say what?” I frowned.

“I love you Toby,” she whispered. “I don’t know when it happened. But… somewhere between when you saved my life and when we first made love. I fell in love with you. And I don’t want you to say it back to me right now,” she nodded. “Because I know what you men are like in a situation like this.” she squeezed her core muscles around me. “But just know that I am from now, forever, your faithful, dutiful wife. Willing and eager to tend to you in any way you desire.”

Though I was pretty sure I could say them back in good faith. I kept to her words and remained silent on the topic. But I made sure our next round of lovemaking before we finally separated was far slower and tender than we had that first time. Like she deserved. I savored her until the very last drop.
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“Tobias,” Elder Malachite looked utterly defeated.

“Not good news?” I frowned.

“No,” he slumped in his chair, ignoring the food in front of him. “No, the problem is… Infuriating simple.”

“What is it?” Foly asked.

We were seated around their family dining table. Elder Malachite sat at the head, with his wives in order of seniority along one side. I sat immediately to Elder Malachite’s right, with Foly beside me as we ate breakfast.

“The cooling system. There isn’t enough airflow built into the current design. On a normal frame, the natural sway of walking pushes air through the system. This isn’t the case when it’s mounted on your back. The system detected a heat issue and shut down.”

“You can’t just… make more vents?” I asked.

Malachite gave me a long look before sighing. “Forgive me. You aren’t familiar with any of this. What you are suggesting is exactly what we would do. But it would take several days to come up with a new prototype to do it.”

“And we need it in a few hours,” I sighed, realizing the depth of the problem. “Out of curiosity, how long would it take to meltdown?”

“Meltdown?”

I gave a nod. “Sorry, word from my world. Ummm. Fail, due to overheating.”

“I’m not sure,” he admitted. “Overheating is something we fix. When it happens, we add more cooling, so it doesn’t happen. We don’t overly study failures, we just ensure they don’t happen again.”

That made sense on some level. Even if I thought that was shortsighted. Torture tests were a great way to work out what and when something would fail.

“What happens if it overheats?” I asked.

“Toby?” Foly touched my arm.

“I have an idea.” I patted her hand reassuringly.

“The ether core will steadily increase in temperature. The insulated layer within will begin to heat. Then burn and finally the core itself will become molten and fail outright. In that case, they have been known to explode.”

I nodded. “Does it stop creating power before it explodes?”

“No, though the thermal energy it creates becomes self-replicating after a point. I suppose a meltdown would be an appropriate term for it,” the elder muttered.

I nodded. “So what exactly caused the frame to shut down?”

“An override,” he said, giving me a strange look.

I nodded and gave Foly’s hand a squeeze. “So, if you disable that override. I’ll potentially have a few minutes to fight before the frame goes into meltdown.”

“Toby!” Foly turned to me with a glare.

I looked right back at her and reached up with my free hand to brush a lock of her hair behind her ear. She blushed slightly, but still kept up her angry look.

“I have to try,” I told her. “It’s this, or I go in without a frame at all. I can’t just sit back and let them kill her.”

Foly deflated, and I saw a tear leak from the corner of her eye as I turned back to Elder Malachite. He was staring at me with wide eyes, as were his wives beside him.

His chair hit the floor as he leaped to his feet, and he charged from the room, shouting obscenities.

Lotmatalyn, Alfofida’s mother, and Elder Malachite’s first wife, reached across the table towards me. I took her hand, and she gave it a firm squeeze.

“No matter what,” she told me as tears rolled down her cheeks. “I will never forget this.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


The tracab rumbled as we traveled through the underground city. Slower than the first time, we were part of a parade. Apparently these duels were a bit of an event. Anyone of a high enough station was invited to watch the event, and even those without could do so if they made their own way to the surface. It was more of a logistical thing. The main elevator to the surface was only so large and there simply wasn’t the time to wait for everyone to make the trip. In a similar vehicle, behind us, was the frame I was going to be wearing.

Even now, it was being worked on. Elder Malachite was back there with his team, doing their best to modify it. There was no time to produce new parts to stop the overheating issue. Instead, they were working to strip out some of the more unnecessary equipment from the inside. The air filtration system was one that went first.

I could breathe the air here. On the surface, if anything, the air was even richer. Removing it would save power and let the generator run at a lower power rating. It also gave a bit more room in the back which helped airflow. There were a few other things as well that they fiddled with. Before opting to drill out certain sections and install a copper heat sink. None of us expected it to help much. One tumble, one badly placed punch and it would be crushed and likely torn free. Covering the entire frame in heat sinks would just increase weight and make it obvious there was a problem.

“So,” I muttered as Foly squeezed my hand. Elder Malachite’s wives were with us in this vehicle. With Lotmatalyn sitting directly across from me. “What is it exactly that I can expect?”

“It is a duel.” Doraletain shifted in her seat. “You will fight a champion of Obsidian. Was this not made obvious to you?”

“I got that much,” I nodded. “I was looking for more information? How is a winner decided? Is there weapons? Are we fighting within a set area, or are there any additional rules I need to be aware of?”

Doraletain nodded slowly, as Reiteahulda, Malachite’s second wife, patted her leg. “The duel is held on a plateau above the city, where the land is stable. There is an arena of sorts. More of a raised wall to keep the fight contained. There are no weapons beyond the frames themselves. That was your decision at the time. Had you said frames with spears, it would be different. And… You fight until one side forfeits, or… dies.”

I sighed and gave a small nod. “What are my chances?”

“Abysmal,” Doraletain muttered.

I glanced up at Lotmatalyn, who had a few tears running down her cheeks. She reached towards me, and I took her hands in my own.

“Please?” she begged.

“I’ll do my best,” I promised her. “I just hope that the frame doesn’t overheat too quickly.”

“Our husband will do his best,” Lotmatalyn nodded. “All we ask is you do the same.”

We drifted into silence, and I felt the tracab come to a stop. There were a few minutes as other vehicles rumbled past. Foly squeezed my arm once more, and I pulled her into my side. We were both nervous. There was a lot riding on this. I couldn’t help but feel I’d been thrown into the deep end of a shark tank, and somebody just kept chumming the waters.

“Your best chance is to hit hard and fast,” Doraletain announced softly. “You’re running on a time limit. You don’t have the luxury to fight defensively. Strike hard, then keep striking. If the worst should happen, you will be remembered for your efforts.”

“I’d rather him be remembered for surviving,” Foly huffed.

The woman looked at my bride for a moment before giving a small nod. She was the harshest of the three. Not that she was wrong, but she at least understood Foly’s position. It was real now. I could actually die. Then all that Foly had told me would come to be. She’d be a disgrace to her people. Loss of her standing, her family dragged down and likely with no way to repair things. And here I was, caught in the middle of all this bullshit, between two women whose lives would be irreparably changed, no matter the results of this fight.

There was a heavy clunk, and everyone’s eyes flicked around. The elevator shifted, and I felt bile rising in my throat. Foly’s grip tightened, and I turned to kiss her. Only for her to squeeze tighter yet.

The ride was even longer than I remembered. How, I wasn’t sure. It was probably in my head. The first trip down the elevator, I was running on a high, despite my concern for meeting their elders. Now I felt like I was walking to my doom. My heart beat in my chest, and I took a few deep breaths. I counted back from one-hundred, and when I hit zero, I started all over again.

I must have been lost in it, because I startled when the tracab started moving once more. I looked up, seeing all the concern on the faces of those around me. There was a lot riding on this. More than just a pair of lives, and I just didn’t know how it had spiraled to this point. Everything was a mistake and yet… There was nothing I could do but try.

The next time the tracab stopped, my heart leaped into my chest. The door opened, and I caught my first glimpse of the area. I was the first out the door, with Folotelyn behind me. Elder Malachite appeared before helping his wives down. He had bags under his eyes like he had spent the whole night working on the frame. Something I figured was more likely than not.

I looked around. Dorfs were in all directions. Tracabs, but… more like trucks and busses were driving up a shallow slope across the rocky landscape. The ground was crushed gravel. Once again, I was in awe of the mountains. This world was a rocky desert for the most part. But I could see a few stubborn tufts of grass and the occasional tree. Though they looked nothing like they did from my own world.

“Tobias?” Elder Malachite called me.

I turned and saw him gesture to follow. Foly let go of my arm, and she remained behind with his wives, as the elder and I made our way to the transport that had followed us to the surface.

“We need to get you inside,” he told me. “Don’t turn it on. We’ll deliver you right to the arena.”

I hurried alongside him. Despite his shorter stature, the man was on a mission and I did my best keeping up. We reached the tracab, or whatever this version was called. It wasn’t quite the crawler that we drove back from the cave, but it wasn’t the small passenger vehicle we used to get here. It resembled a box truck in utility, but the driver sat on the top and it steered from the back like a forklift.

The ramp was already down and Malachite’s team of researchers who had been fiddling with the frame were standing back. There was a pair of pipes hooked up into the back, and it looked like they were pumping water through the system. Going by the condensation on the metal canister it was hooked up to, I could only assume they were trying to get it as cold as possible before the fight.

“There,” Malachite gestured. “Climb in. We’ll take you as close to the fight as we can. But you’ll have to walk the remaining distance.”

“Realistically,” I questioned as I walked up the ramp. “How long have I got?”

Elder Malachite sighed and shook his head. “Just a few minutes at most. There will be signs when things go wrong. You’ll probably feel the heat for starters, but the systems may have unexpected reactions to sudden surges of power as the core destabilizes.”

“That’s before it goes boom,” I grunted as I stepped into the frame.

The look in the elder’s eye told me more than his silence did. The chance that the frame itself would kill me wasn’t insignificant. Once in the frame, I shuffled to get comfortable, and held on while the vehicle started rolling forward.

Dorfs were finding their seats, and the elders were making their way towards a raised platform. I could make out Elder Spinel looking down at me. Beside her stood Alfofida. She held her face in her hands, but looked unhurt. In fact, she looked lovely. Wearing a dark grey dress that made her green hair stand out. I couldn’t help but think that the elder had made a statement by putting her in something so lovely. Beside her was Elder Kyanite, followed by Garnet and then Malachite as he climbed up to join them. I hadn’t even noticed the old man leave. The only elder that was missing was Obsidian. Which was apparent as I spotted him standing beside a frame on the other side of the arena.

I had a horrible thought for a moment that he would be the one I’d be fighting. But that stopped as the frame shifted, and I realized he was just standing beside them offering support or instructions. That frame, I was happy to see, lacked any form of weapon. It was just a frame. Not unlike any of the ones I had seen when I was rescued by the Dorf ladies that day.

“This is as far as we go, Tobias,” one of the Dorfs behind me announced. There was a clunk, and I spotted the water pipes shifting as he coiled them up. “Good luck.”

“Thanks,” I sighed, before touching my thumb and pinky to the palm of my hand.

The frame activated and enclosed me in metal. The faceplate dropped down and, to my relief, went transparent as to show me the arena ahead of me. Alfofida’s words about the recording being destroyed rang true. With a deep breath, I stepped out of the vehicle and immediately fell to my knees as I slid down the ramp into the gravel.

Booming laughter rang out in all directions. I grit my teeth and shook my head. I hadn’t expected the sudden shift in balance and the weight of the frame. Now I looked like a fool. It took me a moment to get up, and when I did, Obsidian was giving me a look of almost pity. By comparison, Garnet was laughing hysterically while Spinell gave him a look of sheer disgust.

We had stopped at the edge of the arena. A wide opening at this end had allowed the vehicle to drive up. But now it moved off, leaving me alone as the crowd staved off their amusement of my blunder.

With a sigh, I took a step forward, feeling the way the frame reacted to the gravel. It sank into the ground a little, but held firm. Now I was on relatively flat ground, I felt my confidence rise. At least, as far as walking went. I took a second step, and then a third. Making a deliberate march towards a spot an equal distance front, and center to where my opponent would be. There, I stopped and waited.

It was only a few heartbeats before a loud drum began to boom. It struck three times, and I felt the shockwaves through my core as the crowd fell silent. I saw Obsidian and the frame turn towards the elders, and I shifted around to look as Elder Garnet climbed to his feet, still grinning at me.

“We come here today!” He boomed. “To witness a duel between Tobias Connor-Kyanite and a Champion in service to their people!”

I frowned, realizing they withheld the name of my opponent. I wondered if that was deliberate. Keep the name out of the public eye, and it couldn’t be used against them later. They spoke of neutrality and champions for this duel. Either way, I was doomed.

“Tobias has placed a challenge upon our sacred tenets. Alfofida Malachite, third daughter of the Malachite clan, stands accused of violating guest rights. While Tobias fights for her freedom!”

“Fucker’s only telling half the fucking story,” I growled into my helmet.

“As such, I felt it was my duty to call this duel into action. MAY JUSTICE BE DEALT SWIFTLY!”

Fucking prick just wanted to grandstand and make us look like idiots. This was a ploy, nothing more and nothing less. Alfofida’s head hung low, and Elder Spinell reached across to squeeze her shoulder. Garnet was a prick and no matter how things turned out, I was going to crush him, one way or another.

“COMBATANTS!” Garnet roared. “YOU MAY BEGIN WHEN THE DRUMS TOLL!”

I swallowed nervously and turned to the opposing frame. They shook their arms and flexed all the joints in their fingers. I did the same, rolling my shoulders as I lightly hopped from foot to foot. I tried to recall what I’d been taught from my stint in karate, but nothing prepared you for doing so in a fantasy land while wearing a mech suit.

“Okay,” I shook my head. “I don’t need to kill them. They’re basically on stilts in that suit. They’re not going to be as stable as I am.” I bounced on the balls of my foot, feeling the suit shifting as it did the same. “I can do this. I just need to do it quickly.”

The drums began to toll. Deep, booming thuds hit me in the chest, and I felt my heart flutter for a moment. The opposing frame put their hands up and started coming towards me. I dropped my head.

And charged.

Pushing off the ground with all my might, I felt the ground slip beneath my feet. Putting a hand out to catch myself, I slid my armored gauntlet through the gravel as I picked up speed. My opponent halted their advance as I clearly took them off guard by my immediate reaction. They spread their stance, readying to block me. But I wasn’t just going to hit them. I’d seen it done on television thousands of times. I aimed for their hip and threw my arms out.

The frame was like hitting a solid wall. The impact jarred me from shoulder to hip. I bit down on my tongue by accident and I could taste blood. But my momentum was enough to send the two of us crashing to the ground. I could hear the crowd screaming something as I sat up. Only to catch a fist in the side of the head. The impact jolted the helmet and I tumble to the ground in a heap. I had to keep moving, though. Rolling with the momentum, I flipped onto my stomach and pushed myself to my knees.

The other frame was also getting up. They looked more steady, but were being more careful about it. I realized then what the issue was with their frames. They were on stilts inside that thing. They had to learn the balance. Learn their reach and learn to react to things outside of their normal reach. Something that I didn’t have to do. It wasn’t a huge advantage over someone experienced in their frame. But it was a chink in their defenses I would hammer for all I was worth.

I lunged forward once more. The enemy frame pushed themselves up and threw out a hand to ward me off. I slapped it aside before tackling them to the ground once more. Unlike the first time, I shoved them down on their side. The metal screeched as I leaned on them. They struggled to roll onto their back in an attempt to shove me off once again. I didn’t just let it happen this time.

I didn’t have a lot of force behind it. But a wide right hook straight into the faceplate jarred my entire arm. The frame beneath me rocked back, and I swung a second time. They were ready through, and pulled their arm up to protect their face, catching me inside my elbow. Which was when I noticed they’d lifted their foot to the inside of my thigh. One massive shove and I tumbled through the air, crashing down on my back in the gravel.

If it hadn’t happened already, that copper heat sink was definitely useless now. I rolled once more, and was halfway to my feet, when I realized they were already upright. I saw them coming and watched them raise a metallic boot. It was too late to do anything about it, and their heel cracked into my shoulder, knocking me onto my back. The arena echoed with jeers and cries.

I spotted Alfofida in the stands. Clutching her face as her shoulders bobbed. She was crying, but stood firm. I didn’t know how she felt about all this. I knew she liked me, but if I failed, she was dead anyway. She must have been terrified, and now I was being kicked around by a more experienced warrior.

Speaking of, I spotted a pair of legs. They walked around towards my head. And I watched them raise a boot as if to stomp on my head. I wasn’t about to let that happen. Pulling my arms up, I threw a punch straight into the side of their knee. Metal crunched, and I felt something in my hand pinch as my gauntlet buckled. But that was nothing as the other frame pitched over.

I rolled to my feet as the other struggled to do the same. I could see a broken piece of metal from where the joint had snapped. Obviously, they hadn’t been in a situation where something had struck the inside of the knee before. Which was exactly why I thought it strange they didn’t torture test their equipment. The Dorf inside wasn’t injured, but the frame was going to have issues. Issues I capitalized on with a swift kick to the head as they tried to get up, despite their broken leg.

The frame pitched over, and the leg flopped around. The crowd went wild, seeing the damage. Part of me wanted to stomp them like they’d tried to with me. But I didn’t have it in me. I was flushed, though. I felt hot and ready. The opposing frame had now realized their problem, and rather than stand, they were getting to their knees. I didn’t give them a moment to rest as I kicked their arm, knocking them into the ground once more.

There was only a moment of hesitation before I remembered those hands weren’t armored, either. I wasn’t about to stomp their head in, but that closed hand was another story. Raising my armored boot, I drove it down on the closed fist of my opponent. Metal squeaked and snapped, as did a small shower of sparks. My opponent didn’t react, using the broken limb to shove themselves upward, before sharply spinning. The punch to my hip knocked me back, but it lacked the strength to do anything serious.

In fact, it looked more like an experimental hit. Knowing that a strike to the leg had ruined their frame, they had now tested the same thing on me. Which meant they were still dangerous. My frame was vulnerable, just as theirs was.

I was just working up a sweat, though. Shuffling around, I tested their motion. Balancing on that ruined leg, they were able to spin rather quickly, but their range was limited. No, the only way I was going to do this would be to take them head on. With a grunt, I stepped forward and snapped out a front kick. Only for the frame to roll backwards. I overextended, and the additional weight on my back sent me to the ground in a heap once more.

My opponent rolled to their knees and threw themselves atop me. But I struck out first, punching their faceplate directly. The metal buckled and there was a moment of hesitation where they noticeably paused. Using their own trick, I raised a boot and shoved them off me into the gravel once more, before rolling towards them. Their broken hand slammed into my chest, but it seemed to do more damage to itself than to me, and I drove my fist into their faceplate once more.

Which is when I noticed how hot it was. My suit was overheating. The middle of my back felt hot. This needed to end, and now, before it was all too late. If my frame exploded, even half destroyed as they were, they’d likely win. No, I needed to do something desperate.

Which is when I noticed the gap at the bottom of the faceplate. Their one good hand swung around, batting me. I wondered if I’d affected their ability to see properly inside their frame. Not that it mattered right now. I pushed their hand out of the way and punched them in the faceplate once more. The dent worsened, and I guesstimated the gap forming at the bottom. I remembered the incident with the flayer and shoved an armored finger into the gap.

My back was burning now. I was sweating from it. And I was hissing and trying to pull my stomach in to give myself the smallest amount of relief. Twisting my gauntlet, I felt something give before I ripped my arm back, taking the plate with it.

Hanwarra blinked up at me. Blood leaked from her nose, and there was a scratch along her cheek.

“Forfeit!” She grunted. “I for⁠—”

BANG

I screamed as something stabbed into my back. My suit tumbled to the ground, and I screamed as I felt the burning metal eating into my flesh. I desperately tapped my thumb and pinky into my palms and heard the clunk of the armor releasing. But it wouldn’t open as I jerked in place.

“GET ME OUT!” I yelled. “GET ME OUT!”

Something thumped into me, and I gasped as the chest plate yanked open. My faceplate went next, and I was staring up into Hanwarra’s face as she loomed over head. For a moment, I wondered if she was going to keep trying to fight. Instead, she pushed back, giving me room as I jolted out of the hot armor. I cried out, feeling the burn along my back, and tumbled face first into the gravel.

The crowd within the arena was going crazy, and I didn’t hear help arrive until they were already touching me. The burns hurt so much. I was gritting my teeth. Someone gripped my hand, and I could only assume it was Folotelyn as I was lifted onto a stretcher slightly too small for me.

Then it was a painful, jolting and bouncing, before I was put somewhere dark. That turned out to be a tracab, as I was rushed somewhere. Folotelyn’s voice floated through my mind and I cracked open my eyes to see her leaning close.

“Did I win?” I hissed.

She gave me a blank stare before shaking her head. “It’s being decided.”

“Fucking Garnet,” I hissed and closed my eyes.

Foly stayed with me the whole trip back underground. I did my best to ignore the pain I was in. From the wetness I could feel, I had been stabbed as well as burned. Considering I could still feel my legs, I figured I wasn’t paralyzed, but I couldn’t help but think that might be preferable to the burns I’d experienced.

“We have to make this quick,” Grandmother said at some point afterward. “The elders want to make their decision and Garnet is being a pain.”

I opened my eyes as I was placed back on that granite slab. The machine hummed into life, and I closed my eyes. After the flash, I heard a muttered conversation before a firm pair of hands wrapped around my own. When a second and third pair of hands landed on each of my legs, I opened my eyes and recognized the outfit Foly was wearing.

I closed them again as I felt my shirt and pants being cut away. I’d like to say I remained stoic as grandmother began to scrub at the burns to clear the fabric stuck in my skin. But that would be a lie. I kicked and struggled uselessly. Foly cried alongside me as she held my hands down so I couldn’t thrash. It was even worse than getting the burn itself, and it was only as I felt something cool being wrapped around my back that I finally felt a measure of relief.

“There now,” Grandmother sighed. “The burns were only skin deep. You should be perfectly fine in a few days.”

I let out a long sigh and felt Foly’s lips as she kissed my cheek while I lay on the stone.

“Right now, you need to get dressed before Garnet sends someone to find you.”

“Can you send someone to collect an outfit?” Foly asked. “I… I don’t want to leave him right now.”

I squeezed her hands in my own, and she squeezed back. After all this, I just hoped that I’d been successful.


CHAPTER TWELVE


“Are you okay?”

I groaned and shook my head. “Even if I’m not, does that change anything?”

Folotelyn pursed her lips and squeezed my hand. In the back of a tracab, things were moving along as best they could. While these vehicles weren’t the smoothest thing I’d ever traveled in. Having a series of burns and gashes across my back made the whole trip so much worse. I’d been bandaged as best as Grandmother could, before they stuffed me in a suit and then into a tracab to see the elders once more. To say that I was annoyed was an understatement. I was furious. But that rage was impotent. I wasn’t the one in charge here. I didn’t even have a working frame.

When the vehicle came to a halt, I grunted as I was forced to lean forward, only to slap back on the seat again. Foly’s eyes darkened as she realized what had just happened. Before I could stop her, she was out the door, yelling at the driver for his carelessness.

“If she didn’t, I would have,” Grandmother patted my knee. “Now, up you get. The sooner we see the Elders, the sooner we can make a fool out of Garnet and the sooner you can bring home another pretty Dorf.”

“That almost sounds like you’re encouraging me,” I snorted as the old Dorf helped me stand in the cramped confines of the tracab.

“A healthy sex life is good for the body, the mind and the soul,” Grandmother shrugged. “I’d suggest letting my granddaughter decide on her own if she’s interested in sharing the fruits of your desire. But I have a feeling that won’t be as hard a sell as some would expect.”

I let out a soft chuckle as I stepped out of the tracab. Foly was standing with her hands on her hips, beside a very worried looking Dorf.

“My deepest apologies,” the Dorf said, giving me a bow. “I should have placed more importance on your health than our tardiness. I shall accept any punishment you require from me.”

I froze in place, before realizing that both Foly and her grandmother were looking at me expectantly. This was the world I was living in. This was not my own. A simple apology didn’t always cut it. That’s why I was injured in some idiotic duel over a misunderstanding and an accident.

“I shall accept your apology on the condition you bring me two of your favorite drinks,” I said after a few moments.

“Two of…” The Dorf frowned. “Are… you sure?”

“Perfectly,” I smiled. “Trust me, what caused this mess hurt far more than what you did.”

The Dorf looked dumbfounded as Foly moved up to take my hand. I could walk, but the security of her grip made me steadier. The three of us, minus the driver, then made our way into the hall, where the elders, Hanwarra and Alfofida were waiting for us.

“You’re late,” Garnet snapped.

“Medical care takes precedence over posturing.” Grandmother waved off his concern as she moved off to sit on a nearby bench.

The other elders remained silent as Garnet almost frothed at the mouth in rage. Elder Spinel sat with a smug smile. Her eyes drifted over me and there was but a hint of a smile, before she turned to Alfofida standing at her side. Whatever they said, it wasn’t loud enough for me to hear, and I looked through the rest of the room.

Elder Malachite looked almost pale. His eyes were wide and slightly puffy. He looked like he’d seen a ghost and was staring right at me. Beside him was Elder Kyanite, with a schooled expression. Though I was certain the man shot me a wink. Then there was Elder Obsidian. He, too, was staring. Just as intensely as Malachite, but it was Hanwarra at his side that made me pause. My opponent. She looked determined, and like something had displeased her and yet… There was nothing in her expression that said I was the cause.

“Be that as it may, I move to put forward a motion of dismissal,” Elder Garnet announced.

“Under what grounds?” Elder Spinel spoke up in a bored tone.

“The duel was incomplete,” Elder Garnet snapped. “Champion Obsidian did not properly forfeit, and Kyanite’s frame was destroyed.”

“I disagree with your description of events,” Elder Obsidian announced firmly.

“As do I,” Elder Kyanite added.

“Those of us paying attention saw the moment Hanwarra Obsidian forfeited the duel,” Elder Spinel continued. “Had you not been yelling obscenities at your staff, you would have noticed.”

Elder Garnet grit his teeth. “You didn’t hear her?”

“We saw her lips move with our own eyes,” Elder Obsidian droned softly. “This is the purpose of using neutral parties. You know as well as the rest of us that I voted to have the human executed. I have no love for the boy, but if you insist on besmirching the honor of our clan, I shall have to challenge you for it.”

“Hanwarra Obsidian, third in line to Clan Obsidian. Please step forward,” Elder Spinel ordered.

Hanwarra cast me a strange look before moving away from her father. She positioned herself at the midpoint between where I was standing, and the elders, before giving a low bow.

“Elder Spinel, how may I be of assistance?” Hanwarra asked.

“Tell me, what was your interpretation of the skills of Tobias Conner-Kyanite?” The elder asked.

“Tobias… Is unskilled. With training, he would be quite formidable,” Hanwarra replied evenly.

“And yet you lost,” Elder Garnet snapped. “Are you suggesting that you are not a capable champion?”

“Garnet,” Elder Obsidian warned him softly.

“I…” Elder Garnet gnashed his teeth. “I am simply trying to understand how such a capable warrior could willingly admit to a loss against an inferior opponent.”

“From what I could see of his frame,” Hanwarra glanced back at me. “He lacked any of the usual support structures common in our own frames. If I were to fight against another Dorf, we would have wrestled. In a competition of strength and leverage, I believe I would have won easily. Tobias Malachite did not wrestle. He implemented a style of hand to hand combat using strikes usually reserved for infantry. I was unprepared for such a fight, and with the natural awkwardness of the frames, I was unable to compensate adequately.”

“Had the duel been with a different weapon, would you expect to have won?” Elder Kyanite asked.

“Easily,” Hanwarra answered immediately. “Even hand to hand combat outside of a frame, I would be confident of a victory. The unique characteristics of his fighting style and body structure within the frame led to his victory.”

“And there we have it,” Elder Spinel smiled. “You admit that he is the victor.”

“Yes, Elder Spinel,” Hanwarra bowed. “I can only hope to have the opportunity to fight once again. He may be unskilled, but his determination and abilities combined with our technology make him a formidable opponent.”

I smirked at that. Which must have been loud enough for Hanwarra to glance back at me. There was a look in her eyes, and I gave her a smile and a slight nod. Her lips quirked, and she looked forward once more.

“I was beaten, fairly, on the dueling grounds,” Hanwarra announced. “I announced my forfeit before his frame malfunctioned. Even if I did not, taking advantage of a malfunction such as that to gain an advantage in a duel would be dishonorable.”

“Thank you, Hanwarra,” Elder Obsidian nodded at his daughter. “You may step aside.”

“All those in favor of recognizing Alfofida Malachite’s marriage to Tobias Conner-Kyanite?” Elder Spinel called as she raised her hand.

One by one, the rest of the elders raised their hands alongside hers. All those, except for Garnet, who stood from his chair and stormed from the room. His boots echoed along the walls as he burst through the doors behind him, leaving the room in silence. Spinel had a shit eating grin on her face as she lowered her hand and turned to Alfofida.

“It was a pleasure having you stay with us, Alfofida Malachite. I would look forward to the pleasure of your company, and that of your families, in the future.”

Alfofida gave the elder a nervous bow. “Thank you for your hospitality.”

She turned to me. And I could see the broiling emotions in her green eyes. But she held herself calm and steady as she made her way to my side. With Folotelyn on my left, and Alfofida on my right, the three of us looked over the remaining elders.

“I do believe that is everything,” Elder Malachite announced softly.

“Aye,” Elder Obsidian nodded. “There is nothing else on the agenda.”

“Very well,” Elder Malachite nodded. “Tobias, please bring your wives to my clan's home tonight. I will make a formal announcement then.”

“Yes Elder,” I gave a small nod.

“You may go,” Elder Kyanite smiled at the three of us.

If that wasn’t obvious enough, Grandmother gave me a tap on the shoulder to get us moving. We made our way back to the tracab with the familiar Dorf driver. He opened the doors and bowed low as we entered, before closing behind us.

I let out a grunt as I sat on the seat, before both ladies took up position either side of me. Grandmother leaned into the corner and looked over the three of us before settling on Alfofida. She was leaning into my side, holding one of my arms firmly against her side.

“Let it out, child,” grandmother smiled. “You’re safe now.”

There was a soft whimper, and I snapped my head around. Alfofida squeezed my arm tightly and her shoulders bounced.

“Oh, Alfi,” I sighed and turned to her body towards me.

She slammed her face into the front of my shirt. I ignored the pain as she wrapped her arms around me. My burns were nothing compared to her anguish as she screamed her fears and anxieties into my shirt. Foly was there in just moments, and with my help we shifted so that Alfofida was between the two of us instead. The green-haired Dorf sobbed brokenly. I could only imagine the sheer terror of the last few days. She needed this, and my only response was to run my fingers through her hair in an attempt to comfort her.

There we stayed for the entire drive home. It was just as rough as the first time. But the stop was far more gentle than when we arrived at the elder’s chamber. The driver was all smiles as he opened the door. Alfofida, puffy eyed and with smeared makeup, put on as regal a posture as she could and led the way out of the tracab. Only to frown as she realized we were once again in front of the medical center.

Her confusion grew as we led her inside. Only to shatter into horror as I took off my shirt and lay back down on the stone bench. She could see now the burns and the gashes in my back. Her frame exploding wasn’t a secret, but this was likely the first time she saw the damage it had done to me.

“Oh, Tobias,” Alfofida whimpered. “I’m so, so, sorry.”

“This wasn’t you,” Folotelyn took her hand as Alfofida began to cry. “This was his choice.”

“It was my frame,” Alfofida protested.

“Not quite,” I spoke up. “You built it perfectly. When it overheated during testing, it shut itself down safely the way it was supposed to. I demanded that your father disable the safety so that it would run longer and let me fight.”

“You what?” Alfofida stared at me with horror. “You did this on purpose?”

“I’d hoped it wouldn’t explode,” I pointed out as Grandmother came in with some other nurses and started to unwrap my wounds. “But I figured I was going to get hurt, one way or another.”

“I’ll do better,” she whispered. “I swear it. Everything I am is yours. Never a cold bed, an unwashed sheet, an empty belly⁠—”

I shook my head and tried to cut her off. “Alfi⁠—”

“—Everything!” she snapped and clutched my hand like a drowning woman.

“All I want is for you to be the best version of you,” I squeezed her hand back. “There’s no need for you to be anything but yourself.”

“While my heart bleeds for this charming conversation,” Grandmother interrupted. “This is the part that is going to hurt.”

“Can we help?” Folotelyn asked.

“The burns aren’t particularly deep. But the cuts complicate things. I’m going to pry him open and pull out any chunks of metal, then scrub whatever is left.”

“This sounds like it’s going to hurt,” I grimaced.

“So one of you is going to need to hold him,” Grandmother said evenly. “Once he’s clean, I’ll give him a few hours in the recovery chamber. That’ll get him well enough to wear clothes without pain. But there will be ointments that will need to be applied regularly. I’m sure between the two of you, giving this handsome man a rub down will be more of a pleasure than a chore.”

“Yes Grandmother,” Folotelyn nodded.

“I’ll hold him,” Alfofida whispered.

I felt her weight settle over my arms. To help, I shifted around and gripped the edge of the stone bench.

“Ready?” Grandmother asked.

“No,” I chuckled.

“That’s okay,” Grandmother patted my leg. “I wasn’t asking you.”

That was the last moment of mirth. I felt, for what honestly felt like hours.
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“Sir,” the driver bowed as I approached the tracab.

I smiled slightly and looked at the two barrels he had strapped to the rear of the tracab.

“I expected two bottles, not two barrels,” I shook my head. “I was going to offer to drink one with you.”

“Oh,” the driver’s eyes went wide. “I… thought this best. I wasn’t aware of your offer.”

“It’s fine,” I smiled as Foly and Alfofida stepped out of the main entrance behind me.

I was stunned for a moment. The two of them wore matching gowns. Folotelyn’s was a light blue, contrasting wonderfully with her dark hair. While Alfofida’s was emerald, green to match her own.

“It appears we have stunned him,” Foly smiled.

“You’re both, just—beautiful,” I smiled.

The ladies beamed in delight as they crossed the courtyard and embraced me. Each of them fit under my arms and leaned into my chest. Foly was the first to tilt up her head. Without a moment of hesitation, I leaned down and kissed her.

“Foly said that was a custom of yours,” Alfofida whispered.

Folotelyn smiled as she pulled away before turning to Alfi. “You should try it. It’s strange, and yet so very gentle.”

Alfofida chewed her lips nervously, but gave me a pleading stare. It was far better than the hopeless, broken one from days earlier. Or the terrified relief as we brought her home. No, this look in her eyes I liked. Leaning in, I placed my lips on hers. Like Foly, she didn’t respond right away, and I slowly kissed her as she realized how to match the movements and kiss back. She was wide-eyed and breathless as I pulled away with a smile.

“And… this is a sign of affection?” Alfi asked.

“This kind, yes,” I agreed.

Alfi nodded. “Then…”

She turned to Foly, and my eyes bulged as Alfi leaned in and kissed her, too. Foly glanced up at me. My dumbfounded expression urged her onward, and I could only stare as she deepened the kiss. Alfi accepted with eagerness before pulling away with a squeak.

“Your tongue,” she muttered, looking rather shocked.

“If it’s too much, please tell us,” Foly gave an apologetic smile. “That was the next step.”

Alfi nodded, then gave a nervous smile. “Then what comes after that?”

Foly smirked and leaned in. I didn’t hear what she said, but the way Alfi’s eyes widened and snapped around to lock on my own for a moment… well I had a few ideas, and even if I was wrong, they’d be fun to explore until I got it right.

“Now,” Foly pulled out of my arms. “Barrels, yes. I believe I heard my husband correctly. If you bring the tracab back, just ask one of the staff and they’ll take it up to our room. If I recognize the crest, that’s one of Spinel’s. A wonderful blend.”

“Your eyes are good and your words pleasing,” our driver bowed. “I shall return them as soon as I drop you off.”

“Thank you,” I nodded at the man, before stepping to the tracab door.

The driver held it open as the three of us climbed in. Then we were on our way. The trip, like before to the Malachite Clan home, was rather quick. Unlike our first visit, this was far livelier.

We climbed out of the tracab, to a plethora of lights and sounds. There were musicians in the courtyard playing for guests, while Dorfs carried around trays laden with mugs. Many of them stopped and paid their respects with a bow as the three of us made our way inside. There were more decorations here, too, and part of me had to wonder what we were truly celebrating.

Alfi took the lead, directing us through the unfamiliar home. Foly was more than happy to hang off my arm until we reached an open ballroom. Unlike the party going on outside, this was far more reserved. The people within were dressed in finery and I was glad that Foly had gotten me nicer clothes. But it was the screech that drew our attention.

“ALFI!”

“Mom!” Alfofida smiled as the Dorf matriarch charged across the room.

Lotmatalyn slammed into her daughter hard enough they would have fallen if not for me holding one of Alfi’s arms. The two stumbled around before Lotmatalyn pulled back and started fussing over her.

“You’re okay?” she asked.

“Yes mother,” Alfi smiled.

“No injuries?”

“No, mother.”

“Has he taken you to bed yet?”

“No, mother!” Alfi squeaked.

Lotmatalyn turned to me and narrowed her eyes. “Do you intend to?”

Foly made a noise, and I glanced at her to spot a slight nod. Turning back to Lotmatalyn, I smiled awkwardly. “If she would have me⁠—”

“Of course she would,” Lotmatalyn shook her head. “I daresay if not for the political implications, half the women in this room would happily get on their hands and knees.”

“Mother,” Alfi squeaked.

Lotmatalyn didn’t hesitate before pulling us both into a hug. Only to pull back and gesture at Foly. “You’re part of this too.”

Foly smiled widely and stepped into the group hug.

“Friends,” Elder Malachite called. “If it wasn’t obvious enough at this point. I need to reaffirm that yes, Alfofida Malachite—as determined by a trial of combat—has entered a union with Tobias Connor-Kyanite. May their union grow deep and firm.”

There was a polite chorus of cheers, and soft music broke out as Elder Malachite and the rest of his family came to join us. I received a few hugs from the women before the Elder himself shook my hand. He still looked dead on his feet, but the life was back and the man was smiling from ear to ear.

Despite his serious demeanor when we first met, he was all smiles as he introduced us to the rest of his family. Starting with his children, there was Kuveck, the eldest son. Unlike Folotelyn’s older brother, Kuveck was all smiles and a gracious host. He was with his wife, Thawalda. A smiling woman with flaming red hair symbolizing the Garnet clan. She too, was warm and welcoming, beside a second older brother. Duribrean, was more like his father. Calm and serious, though he was polite and happy to exchange a pleasantry or two.

Alfofida also had a younger sister. She was barely more than a babe. Little Yammotha was adorable and spent a few minutes being passed around to everyone. The whole time, she did nothing but stare at me like I was the most fascinating thing she had ever seen. When her mother, Doraletain, spotted a yawn, though, she swept in, taking her daughter and slipping away.

In the end, I was half right. On one side of things, this was a party to celebrate Alfofida’s union with me. On the other, it was so much more. The Kyanite clan showed up, as did a representative each from Spinel and Obsidian. Spinel sent an aide, who vanished soon after delivering me a letter. She was a polite woman who said it wasn’t worth opening that evening before wishing the rest of the family well. Obsidian, though. He arrived himself. With Hanwarra hanging off his arm.

The two of them stepped into the hall and drew the attention of the whole room. Dressed in black finery, they struck a sharp contrast to the bright colors everyone else wore. Seeing them, I couldn’t resist, but to pull away from the Malachite family and hurry over.

“Elder Obsidian,” I bowed, before turning to Hanwarra. “And you, Hanwarra,” I bowed once more. “I’m glad to see that you are uninjured.”

She blinked up at me before glancing at her father. He let out a small sigh before patting her hand. “Let me see what I can do,” he muttered, before giving me a long look.

I wasn’t sure what was going on, but he slipped past, bidding a greeting to Foly and Alfi as he passed by. I was joined by my wives as Hanwarra waited with a thin smile.

“Folotelyn, Alfofida,” Hanwarra greeted them both. “Thank you for having me.”

“The invitation was extended to all,” Alfofida smiled. “But for what it’s worth, I’m glad it was you that came.”

Hanwarra smiled and gave a nod. “Yes, I was rather insistent. The balance of power has shifted, and while I will not rule my clan. I can certainly influence it.”

“I see.” Folotelyn took my arm and leaned into me. Alfofida took notice and mimicked the action on my opposite side.

I felt like a prize, being pulled back from view as Hanwarra’s smile widened. “Father is trying to organize a new expedition,” she said. “We left equipment behind. Valuable equipment.”

“It was an emergency,” Foly frowned. “We are not to blame.”

“We’re not,” Hanwarra shrugged. “And if we were, Kiggaelin was the one leading us. She would bear the brunt for the decisions made.”

“This is true,” Alfofida agreed.

I shook my head as they devolved into their discussion and cleared my throat. “What kind of expedition?”

Hanwarra smirked and nodded. “Father is hoping that with the support of Malachite and Kyanite, that Spinel will tag along and we’ll have a full team for the retrieval. Seeing your work with Malachite told us that you were likely to try to dive at some point. While Kiggaelin is unlikely to work with us again, with you, that would give us a full team once more.”

“I’m not opposed to this,” I grinned.

“There’s also the fact that you need training,” Hanwarra nodded. “That fight. Well done. But it won’t happen again.”

“I’d rather not revisit how that happened, if I’m being honest,” I sighed.

“No,” Hanwarra glanced at Alfofida, who was clutching me to her. “No, I suppose you wouldn’t.”
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I was only a few minutes behind the ladies. It was late, and after food and drink, we’d decided to stay the night under the Malachite clan’s roof. The ladies had walked off, and I had spent a moment wishing Hanwarra and her father a good evening. Only to be tackled and hugged almost to death by a deliriously happy Lotmatalyn.

Only then was I allowed to head up to the rooms we had stayed in originally. Only when I arrived, the ladies were not in sight. For a moment, I thought I’d gotten the wrong room, before I spotted a green dress dumped on the floor, beside a blue one. With a frown, I crossed the room. They weren’t in the bed, nor the bath. Which meant…

I poked my head out onto the balcony and froze. Alfofida was on her back, slumped over in one of the lounge chairs. While Folotelyn was laying atop her. Their legs were intertwined, and they were kissing one another passionately, if a bit messily. Foly was literally sucking on Alfi’s tongue before letting it slip between her lips.

“Then he’s going to do this,” Foly leaned in, and started kissing the side of Alfi’s neck.

The green-haired Dorf made a keening sound as she bucked her hips. Only to crack open her eyes and gasp.

“Foly!”

Folotelyn paused before turning her head to look at me. There was mischief in her eyes, and she sat up. The two of them were wearing nothing but lace panties. Their breasts had imprints from one another’s nipples. So they’d been here at least a few minutes.

“Show him,” Foly whispered.

“Hmm?” Alfi jerked in place.

Foly rolled her eyes and gave her a nudge. “Show him.”

Alfi glanced at me. Then slowly opened her legs. The panties she wore weren’t exactly panties. They had no crotch, and her glistening pussy was bare to the world as she displayed herself.

“I’ve been warming her up for you,” Foly smirked.

“I was warm before you touched me,” Alfi glared testily.

Foly shrugged and kissed Alfi once more. Then slid off the green-haired Dorf and settled on her knees beside it. She beckoned me closer, and I stepped up as if in a trance. Truthfully, I was staring at the two most beautiful women I had ever seen. I hardly even noticed that Foly was undoing the front of my pants. At least, until the cool evening air reached me.

“He’s…”

“Going to make you feel amazing,” Foly finished Alfofida’s sentence, as she kissed the underside.

I reached down and stroked Foly’s hair as she opened her mouth and set me on her tongue. I groaned softly and gently rocked my hips. Folotelyn’s eyes brightened in pleasure as I slowly and gently fucked her mouth. She was so perfect. I didn’t want to choke her or harm her. Just luxuriate in the pleasure she could give me.

But I wasn’t the only one. Alfofida’s eyes were locked on what we were doing. One hand went to her nipple, the other between her legs. She wasn’t even aware I was watching her as she did it. Her eyes were so focused on my cock sliding in and out between Folotelyn’s lips.

Until Foly slid her hands up to my hips and gently pushed me away. I grunted as my cock was exposed to the cold air once more, and Foly turned to look at Alfofida, who had frozen like a deer in the headlights.

“Well, it’s not quite the dress,” I smirked as I climbed up onto the chair.

Alfi blushed. But she didn’t stop. In fact, the tighter grip she took on her tortured nipple spoke volumes as she spread her legs even wider. There was a small puddle forming under her ass, and I knelt down between her thighs.

“I’ll steer,” Foly said, as she slipped up beside the both of us. Her hand wrapped around my cock, and she held me firmly in place. “You distract her.”

“Are you ready?” I asked.

Alfi chewed her lip and nodded. “Yes.”

I placed my hands on her knees before sliding my palms down the back of her thighs. Alfi’s breath hitched, and I watched as she frantically rubbed at herself. Those delicate fingers of hers didn’t slip inside, but she was working her clit like crazy. I cupped her ass and pulled her down the seat towards me. Alfi let out a soft squeak of shock before I leaned down towards her. With my thighs nudging hers open, Alfi was breathing hard.

Foly guided me lower, and she giggled as she used my cock to push Alfi’s fingers out of the way. Her pussy was soaking wet, extremely soft and like a furnace as Foly slipped the head through her labia.

When I found her entrance, Foly finally retracted her hand. Though it didn’t go far. To my surprise, and Alfi’s delight. Foly swirled her fingers over the green-haired Dorf’s clit, just as she had been doing herself. Alfi’s breath hitched, and I collected her lips once more. They were pouty and soft, from when she had been kissing Foly. With one of her hands occupied with her nipple, I rolled slightly, to give me room to palm the other.

“Mmmmore,” she managed to get out, despite me kissing her.

I chuckled and slipped my tongue into her mouth. She murmured and made a delighted sound before I rocked my hips forward. She was so aroused that, despite her limited experience, her body accepted me with ease. At least at first. That initial thrust into her was enough that she could only think of getting more. The truth set in as half of my cock was inside her and she started to whimper.

“Just a little more,” Foly whispered, as she continued to masturbate her green-haired friend.

“You can fit all of him?” Alfi asked.

I smirked, but it was Foly who answered. “He still needs to warm me up first. But yes, and you’re going to love it.”

“It’s good,” Alfi said quickly, before looking up at me. “You’re just so much bigger than me.”

“Just don’t let me hurt you,” I kissed her softly.

Alfi giggled and shook her head. “You’re sweet. But it’s going to hurt. You’re like trying to turn a shiny new bolt into a freshly drilled hole. You just need to force it in, so that everything smooths out the next time you use it.”

“You want me to treat you like a piece of metal and screw myself into you?” I chuckled.

Alfi squirmed, as Foly refused to let up on her, before shooting me a wicked smile. “I want to be like hot iron, and let you shape me by force.”

“Who taught you to talk like this?” Foly whimpered.

“I read a lot,” Alfi smiled. “I hope that’s not a problem for you.”

“Nope.” I leaned in and kissed her.

Rather than do as she said and hammer her. I worked myself back and forth inside her. Thrusting slowly, I listened and felt her bodily cues and timed my thrusts for when she was most enjoying herself. Thrust by thrust, I drove myself a little deeper into her, until finally, my crotch pressed against Foly’s hand. As I settled in place, I could feel that open space inside her. And she must have as well. Alfi’s eyes rolled, and she dug her fingers into my arms as she sucked in a gasp of air.

Laying myself over her, I pulled her into a kiss. Her mouth didn’t work properly, but she was silent as her pussy sucked firmly on my cock. I was now trapped in her, same as with Foly. But I wasn’t done yet. Alfi’s body shook and spasmed beneath me and with no room to move, Foly slipped her hand free. Which gave me just a little more room to continue thrusting my hips against Alfi’s while she came apart at the seams.

Foly inserted herself over my shoulder. Alfi was in a world of her own. Her mind was going haywire as I continued fucking her without pause. With our lips locked together, all she could utter was gasps between breaths as I refused to let her scream out loud while on the balcony. Foly leaned in close, before laying a set of sucking kisses along her friend’s neck, as she slipped her hand under mine and took over, squeezing and massaging Alfi’s breast.

With both these gorgeous women attending me at once, I was fighting a losing battle. Alfi seemed to roll from one orgasm to the next. A never-ending cycle of mind-altering pleasure. She was a machine, and all she wanted was to be worked in any way I could think of. Which spelled my doom as she squeezed her thighs around my hips.

Thrusting myself deeply inside her, it was my turn to shudder as I emptied myself into her depths. Rope after rope sprayed deep inside, while Alfi clutched desperately at me like there was the possibility I was going to vanish. Only for me to pull my mouth from hers to take a gasping breath of air.

“Th… that,” Alfi said as she gasped and swallowed, before gasping again. “That was…”

“It’s wonderful, isn’t it?” Foly snuggled against her friend. “And it’s not even all of it.”

“It’s not?” Alfi turned to look at me.

“Nope,” I chuckled between puffs of air. “My culture is known for being a bit creative.”

“He’s going to lick between your legs,” Foly whispered conspiratorially.

“That…” Alfi frowned. “That’s not something a man does in our culture.”

“Neither is the fact he’s still inside you and just as hard as he started,” Foly kissed Alfi’s cheek. “Are you ready for what I told you about?”

“Where he’s going to hold me close and drive me insane?”

“How else am I going to have you let go of me?” I chuckled.

Alfi frowned for a moment. “Any great shock can do that. Pain would⁠—”

Foly pressed a finger to her lips as I stared down at the two of them. “My culture also despises men who hurt women for no reason.”

“So… asking you to pull my hair or spank me?”

I let out a sigh. “No, asking me to do that is literally the opposite.”

“Next time,” she smiled and rocked her hips. “Right now, I’d really like to experience the part where you make me feel small and yet safe, while taking what you want from me.”

“I like to think I’m not so much as taking,” I smiled as I rocked my hips into her once more. “As I am giving back just a fraction of what I think you’re worth.”

“You better have enough left over for me,” Foly whimpered as I drove myself into Alfofida once more.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Life with two wives was… Interesting. On one hand, I had two women vying for my attention. Hell hath no fury went double when I did something they disapproved of. Thankfully, though, small disagreements had been rare in the days following our impromptu marriage. Instead, I found myself the central pillar between two extremely loving women. I felt like they almost worshiped me as each lady clung to an arm. Alfi continued to prattle on about the intricate details of the new systems they’d installed. Foly seemed to be keeping up, but outside of ‘improved cooling’ I was entirely lost.

I wasn’t sure if I’d ever catch up with the details. The disparity was too great and the time I’d have to invest made it unreasonable. I mean, sure. Eventually, I’d pick up a few things. I’d been trying, for Alfi’s sake. That woman, when she wasn’t plastered to my side, was holding a tool, working away at fixing what she still considered to be her mistake. Despite Foly and I grilling her on how the events at the duel were entirely of my own doing. She always fell back on the singular sticking point. That if she’d created a better cooling system, that it never would have happened. Which is why today was such a big deal for her.

“Alfi,” Elder Malachite smiled as we entered the workshop.

It was just down the hall from her own bedroom. Her room was far emptier than it was before. With just herself staying, it was easier for her to bring some projects home. With Foly and me staying with her at the clan house, she opted to make the switch. And my insistence that she keep a bench with a couple of smaller projects had led to a long night, where Foly taught her sister-wife to use her mouth.

“I heard,” Alfi beamed and glanced up at me. “Have you installed it already?”

“We have.” Elder Malachite looked back to where a team of Dorfs were crowding around a familiar-looking frame.

It wasn’t the same one I started with. The explosion damaged most of it. They’d salvaged certain parts. The arms were fine, and the legs below the knees were as well. The torso, however, was a wreck and the helmet was now mounted in our bedroom. I’d caught Alfi staring at it a few times, and whenever I brought it up, it always led to sex.

Part of me worried that she was trying to compensate for what she believed was her mistake. To combat this, I had ensured to leave her insensate. The only time we struggled in that department, was when I had both of them together at once. The phrase ‘I’m only human’ apparently held no value here. Dorf men, from what I could tell, were ‘one and done’ kind of guys, except for a few outliers. My enthusiastic efforts to please my women had left them craving and, on more than one occasion, outright begging.

“Well, the only thing left is to test it,” Elder Malachite announced, grabbing my attention once again.

Alfi squeezed my arm and let go as we approached. Foly did as well. I was prepared this time. With my measurements taken, and a few days to work, I finally had my own diving suit. It was odd. Like wearing lycra, which… Well, on my ladies was extremely appealing, but I felt awkward as hell in a skin-tight leotard with legs.

Getting into a frame wasn’t the easiest thing in the world. I had to turn around and step backward into a pair of boots. The inside was as soft as I remembered, and if I had to guess, it was a little better of a fit than the last frame. It felt snug everywhere. Slipping my hands into the gloves, I touched my thumb and pinky to my palm, and settled back as the front pinched and squeezed. I had the barest moment when I thought that it was going to crush me, only for the front to shift and conform to the shape of my front. As the faceplate dropped down, I blinked in shock as a similar-looking screen lit up before me.

Only this time, it was Elder Malachite and his wife, Lotmatalyn.

“While I would have preferred to say this out loud. I fear that there are ears where I suspect there shouldn’t be,” Elder Malachite muttered darkly. “Garnet will not be satisfied with the outcome of the duel. He is cruel, vindictive and his clan holds a lot of old power.”

“You have our thanks,” Lotmatalyn spoke next. “I cannot describe in words my sheer relief for what you have done. And in the days since, I have come to know that you treat your women well. You have the full support of the Malachite Clan.”

“Times will be dangerous,” Elder Malachite picked up. “Garnet is calling in old favors. He will likely strike out. Be wary, for the glass amongst the gemstones. Outside the five clans, there are other minor houses. Offshoots, outcasts, brigands and worse.”

“Our clan is powerful.” Lotmatalyn stood firmly at her husband’s side. “But a civil war will end badly for all. Even if the others side with us, should a conflict come to pass.”

“Your best chance to prove yourself too big a target is to leave,” Elder Malachite sighed. “That is the purpose of our talks with Elder Obsidian. We have tested your frame, and there is a landor awaiting your arrival. Prove yourself capable, and you will prove yourself strong.”

“Don’t break my daughter’s heart,” Lotmatalyn pleaded.

Their words faded, as did the screen, before it lit up and Elder Malachite was standing almost nose to nose with me.

“Shit,” I jerked back slightly.

“There we go,” the elder chuckled. “I told you it was calibrating a few things. Now, you need to hold still. We’re doing some diagnostics.”

“Right,” I steadied myself.

“No problems?” Alfi asked.

“Not that I can tell,” I said.

“Hot spots?”

“Alfi,” I turned and looked at her. “It’s fine. I promise.”

Foly put her arm around the green-haired engineer and hugged her close. Alfi gave me a small nod before Elder Malachite stepped into view once again.

“Did you get everything?” He asked, clearly eluding to the video.

“Everything feels great,” I nodded.

“Wonderful,” he stepped back.

“Temperature is stable, no signs of fluctuation. Running at thirty percent capacity,” one of the other Dorfs said behind me.

“Thirty percent is well within specifications,” Elder Malachite nodded. “It might get a tad warm during prolonged use, but that can be easily rectified.”

“I don’t feel hot,” I admitted.

“Then we can move onto stage two,” Elder Malachite smiled. “This way.”

He moved back and gestured for my wives to follow him. To my surprise, one of the walls wasn’t actually a wall. But a door that swung open from a central point in the middle. It gave the impression of an entry and an exit, but I could also see a track in the floor, where that central pin could slide if they wanted to open it all the way up.

Outside was a training yard. Nothing too crazy. Just a few obstacles to climb over, duck under, and then what looked like a small arena at the end. Before all that, though, was some frame sized targets that looked ready to take a beating.

“Over here,” Elder Malachite waved for me to approach. “Now, for the most part, things are just as they were last time.”

I nodded as I walked carefully out the large doors and into the open air. There were powerful lights. That, for a moment, made me think of the sun. But that was more likely for people to have a clear view of what they were doing or seeing during testing than for any other reason.

“It feels the same,” I admitted. “It’s a little heavy in the back, though.”

“Your center of weight is too far to the back?” Alfi asked.

“That’s it,” I pointed at her. “What she said.”

Alfi smiled and Foly gave her hand a squeeze as I made my way over to Elder Malachite.

“That could be easily fixed,” he nodded. “A little thicker armor on the chest, an auxiliary power source. There’s a few things we could consider, even temporarily. For now, though, give one of those targets a punch. You seemed to have some skill at unarmed combat.”

“I did a small amount of training as a kid,” I admitted. “I’m no warrior, though.”

“Not yet.” Elder Malachite nodded at the dummy. “Give it a hit or two. See how you feel.”

I nodded and made my way over. Putting a little bounce in my step, I felt the way the ground shifted beneath me. This was likely what helped me win. If I’d been standing on stilts, I wouldn’t have noticed small things like that. Hanwarra needed to remain steady and deliberate in any action she took. Same as the others. For me, this just felt like wearing thick boots, gloves and a helmet.

I closed in with the target dummy and threw out an experimental punch. My fist crashed into it and sank in with a series of pops. It was stuffed with both hard and soft items, as if trying to mimic the feeling of striking something living. Driving a second punch into the dummy, I grinned and followed it up with a third with a lot more force.

This time, my fist crushed whatever the outside was, and struck the solid center. The impact jarred my arm a little, but when I pulled back, there was no damage to the frame’s fingers.

“Good, good,” Elder Malachite nodded. “That’s working as intended. Now, turn your hand palm down and look at the back of it.”

I did as he asked and noticed a new attachment. A strange bulge on the back of my hand, with a small tab. Well… small for something on a frame. With human hands, it was about the size of the lever on the tap of a kitchen sink.

“Extend your fingers so they’re straight,” Elder Malachite instructed. “Then turn that tab you’re admiring and flip it around to face the other way.”

I did as he asked. Pointing my fingers straight ahead like I was going to karate chop someone, that tab raised up just enough to get the finger of my other hand beneath it. I used my thumb and pushed it around, as far as it would move, before grinning at what I saw.

That odd bulge on the back of my hand was a weapon. By turning that tab around, a triangular blade extended almost six inches from where my knuckles stopped.

“You won’t be stabbing anything in the heart with it,” Elder Malachite smiled. “But twice now, I’ve heard of you getting up close and fighting with your hands. Pull a fist and the safety tab will retract so you can’t knock it on anything, and extend your fingers to release it. While extended, they are locked in position. Give it a try.”

I turned my hand over. The blade was triangular and thick. It was more like an ax blade than a knife. Tough, and rigid to take abuse like I was about to give it. With a grin, I turned back to the training dummy and slammed my fist into it once more. Unlike before, where the impact went through my hand first. This time, it felt like the force was absorbed by my wrist and forearm. It felt solid, and I chuckled as I checked the blade, seeing no sign of damage. And I had one on each hand.

“If I had these during the duel, I might have won even quicker,” I joked.

“If you had, then by the rules of the duel, you would have lost immediately,” Elder Malachite shook his head. “They are not an integral part of the frame. They would have needed to be removed.”

I slumped a little. It didn’t matter, though. What was done, was done. I had my victory, and the results of which stood beside a woman matching her beauty. They were both smiling, and I could practically see the thoughts rushing through Alfi’s mind as she considered things I likely hadn’t even realized existed. That woman was a powerhouse of information and I could only hope that I could continue to deserve their attention.

“Now, how about you go play with the obstacles for a time?” Elder Malachite gestured to the series of obstacles. “We’ll get your wives suited and then you can get acquainted with how we do things.”

“Yes, Elder.” I nodded and turned to the obstacle course.

It didn’t have a set pattern. More like a series of spaces, with a different obstacle in each. The first was a ditch and when I reached it, I had a visceral memory of falling down the ramp and coming to a halt. Thinking about it for a moment, I decided, rather than try to balance and slide down, I’d just jump.

Stepping off, I threw my arms out for balance… and sank to my knees in thick mud.

“Shit,” I swore as I shook myself to test how much movement I had.

To my relief, it wasn’t like thick silt that would steal your shoes. It was thick enough to be a major obstacle if I wanted to move quickly. I wasn’t quite able to get my legs high enough to step over it, so I resorted to wading. Leaning into it, I pushed the mud away, feeling the uneven, rocky bottom as I continued. When I reached the other side, there was nothing else for it but to crawl.

Setting my hands on the edge, I leaned forward and gave a hop. These frames were amazing. It just reacted how I wanted it to. The first hop didn’t quite have enough force to free myself from the mud. So I dropped back down again and hopped once more. The second try was more successful, and I got myself clear. Balancing on my hands, I swung my legs up and caught the edge and rolled onto my side in the dirt.

“Woo!” I threw my arms out and gave a chuckle.

It was then, I noticed my wrist blade was still extended. With a quick extension of my fingers, I let the tab extend, where I flicked it back the other way and retracted the blade. Then, by pulling a fist, the tab pulled back in, only to stick on a bit of mud.

“That’s not good,” I frowned.

Trying a few more times, the mechanism wasn’t stuck. But the mud made the tab stick out a little. I’d bring it up as soon as…

“What?” I asked as I noticed Elder Malachite, a team of Dorfs, and two frames that must have been Foly and Alfi, all staring at me.

“You got out of the mud,” the frame with blue eyes stepped forward. “How?”

“Ahhh…” I chuckled and rolled to my knees and stood. “I just… climbed.”

“Usually it takes two frames to get out of the mud pit,” Elder Malachite stepped up with the other frame. “They’re not flexible or maneuverable enough to get out on their own, yet somehow you managed it.”

“Well, before I jump back in and show you how I did it, take a look at this,” I held my gauntlet towards the man.

He leaned in, and so did the green-eyed frame beside him. The faceplate slid up, so Alfi could get a better look. That confirmed my theory once and for all, which was a relief.

“Worse comes to worst, a wire brush is a temporary solution,” Alfi said, standing up. “You will need to watch it. Premature wear may cause malfunctions.”

“Makes sense,” I nodded. “Now, mud pit?”

“Please,” Elder Malachite nodded.

I gave a chuckle and turned, only to pause as a thought struck me. “What color did you choose for my eyes?”

“White,” Folotelyn answered. “We thought it appropriate.”

I nodded. It didn’t matter, and yet… Was I really some white knight running around in a fantasy land? I’d literally dueled someone for a wife. So I wasn’t that far off either way.

“Works for me,” I accepted and dropped into the mud pit.

After showing everyone how I did it, the problem became obvious. They weren’t balancing on their hands. But on a point, ahead of their hands. It was less about strength, and more about being able to feel the ground. The frames were able to distribute their weight, but the subtle shifts it took to stabilize them as they attempted to swing their legs up usually led to a slip. Foly was the first, crashing down into the mud, and knocking me over as well.

That led to a moment of panic, as I realized I was blind, and a small lesson on how to clean the visor to restore vision. But I was also informed that a swift headbutt would dislodge the faceplate. Something I found rather unpleasant to do when they insisted on me testing it. Leaving a small egg on the edge of my forehead from where I’d had to beat it a few times to knock it loose.

After refitting the plate, it was back to work. It turned out that one would help stabilize the other. First by balancing, and then by lifting. It was actually pretty cool watching Foly help Alfi out of the mud pit. Then, from the top, Alfi reached down and took Foly’s hand, before hauling her up as well. Overall, it was quicker and easier to have the two of them working together. But being able to do it without help meant I was more versatile.

After the mud pit came a trough of loose rocks. It was a worst-case scenario for ground cover. Where they shifted and moved beneath our feet to throw us off balance. In this, I was actually worse off. In the same way that you can balance a broom pole on one finger, the standard mechs had a natural affinity to sway as the rocks shifted. I didn’t have that option, and found myself struggling not to fall over.

Only to reach a climbing frame. Just a set of metal boxes stacked at odd intervals. Unlike the mud, that restricted being able to swing and hoist yourself properly. We were able to climb over these with far more ease. Up one side, and then down the other. Only to find myself staring at a deep pool.

“Come on,” Foly nudged me, before wading in. She activated her lights as she ducked beneath the surface, and I watched as she started walking along the bottom.

“Are you okay?” Alfi asked, giving my frame a nudge.

“Yeah,” I nodded. “Just… didn’t think of this.”

“Our frames have temporary air supplies,” she informed me. “We can stay down for several minutes. If it’s shallow enough, we can even help one another surface temporarily to replenish the air supply. Or carry auxiliaries.”

“That makes sense,” I nodded, and slowly made my way into the water.

It… was far less intrusive than I thought. Inside a metal suit, I didn’t feel any lighter. There was a small resistance to any movement I made. The only thing that made things difficult was my vision. Beneath the water, light was cut back. The illumination in the field didn’t extend down here and if not for Foly ahead of me with her lights on, I wouldn’t have seen the rocks on the bottom designed to trip me up.

“Lights,” Alfi said, taking my shoulder. “Turn your head to the left and you should feel a switch near your chin.”

I wondered about that. Putting more switches around your hand would make sense. At the same time, if you had to grip something, you might have an accidental activation. Lights were one thing, but these frames were designed to be universal. They likely had all sorts that did any number of things.

Still, I did as she said. It was easier to understand than she let on. The switch was rather large, and I had to jut my chin forward at an awkward angle to reach. There was little chance of me bumping it by accident. Then again, with a stiff neck, I might have the same trouble. For now, though, I was just relieved when the ground before me lit up.

Smoothly walking along the bottom, I made it to the far side just a step behind Foly and made my way up the ramp. Pausing before I rose from the water, I took a moment, fiddling with the tab. With the water, I spun it back and forth a few times before it slid back into place, free of the mud from the first try.

“Good thinking,” Alfi said from behind me.

“Thanks,” I grinned, before making my way out to join Foly.

We ran through the obstacle course a few more times. Getting muddy, falling over, earning a few scratches and dents. We paused twice, so the team of Dorfs with Elder Malachite could check the systems. There was a small surge of heat leading to the dunk in the water. But all were within specifications, and there were no signs of stressing anything. Even if I felt a tad hot within the suit.

“Alright,” Elder Malachite called as we made our way around once more. “That’s enough. Our guests are here and you set off in the morning.”

“We’re staying here another night?” I asked my wives.

“It is easiest,” Folotelyn agreed. “Father will understand. He has been busy dealing with clan duties.”

“Works for me then,” I smiled. “Let’s see who it is.”
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There were a few people waiting for us as we exited the workshop where I left my frame. I’d have to come back for it. The easiest way to load it for transport was to walk it in. With my frame uniquely built for me, that meant it was up to me to do it.

For now, though, the ladies and I made our way into a waiting room that had a view of the training yard. Inside of which was a group of Dorfs.

“Elders,” I gave small bows to both Obsidian and Spinel. With them were two familiar figures. “Hanwarra and if I’m not mistaken, Dernorra,” I smiled at the two younger Dorfs.

“I wasn’t sure you’d remember my name,” Dernorra smiled.

“Ever the gentleman,” Elder Spinel chuckled. “Alfofida, how have you settled in?”

“My life is filled with joys I never would have comprehended,” Alfi smiled and moved to lean against me. “And again. I appreciate my time in your clan. Dernorra has always been kind, but I did not expect to be treated as more than a curiosity inside your spire.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere, child,” Elder Spinel smiled brightly. “And you, Folotelyn. Is he the man of your dreams?”

“Not at all,” Foly giggled. “My dreams would never have gone so deep as to imagine a man as wonderful as my Tobias.”

“Really?” Elder Obsidian chuckled. “We’re playing like this, are we?”

“I’m not sure what you’re talking about, dear Obsidian,” Elder Spinel smirked at the man.

“I’ll get us underway, then. Despite going back to a recently visited location, Hanwarra is once again appointed as your navigator.”

“And Dernorra will accompany you. After watching your duel with Hanwarra, she hopes to gain an understanding of your capabilities.” Elder Spinel smiled.

“Funny.” I looked at the two young women. “I thought Hanwarra would be the combat oriented one.”

“My clan performs more duties than fodder for war,” Hanwarra replied in an icy tone.

“That’s not what I meant.” I held up my hand. “Please accept my apology. I just assumed since it was you I dueled, that your roles would have been reversed. I’ve been told that the Spinel Clan are the historians and made an incorrect assumption.”

“There is no offense taken,” Elder Spinel smiled.

“Nor from me,” Elder Obsidian nudged Hanwarra.

She looked down before meeting my eyes. “It was a misunderstanding.”

“You have been told correctly though,” Elder Spinel smiled. “Obsidian are the greatest warriors of our kind. Even if individual members show greater prowess.”

“I am not undefeated, not even within my own clan,” Dernorra admitted.

“I’ll try not to underestimate you,” I smiled. “Surprise was the only reason I won that duel. We both know that.”

“A victory is a victory,” Hanwarra gave a genuine smile. “I look forward to a rematch.”

“Great, I can’t wait,” I smiled.

“We could all do with a little training,” Folotelyn sighed. “My lack of awareness nearly cost me my life.”

“We all have room to improve,” Alfofida nodded.

“I suppose,” Elder Malachite. “It is up to us to decide on a captain for this little venture.”

“I thought that much obvious,” Elder Spinel smiled.

I hid a sigh as she said those words. Because if I had my guess…

“Married into two of the great clans, he is the obvious choice. As a recognized member of both clans, he holds significant power, albeit loose power,” Elder Obsidian droned.

Fuck my life… They brought all their daughters into this. I’m a stud horse, for their future goals, or at least they’re trying to level the playing field in case I take a side.

“Well, Tobias,” Elder Malachite turned to me. “Do you accept the leadership role for your first mission?”

“I’m not sure if I’m qualified,” I tried to deflect.

“Leadership isn’t a qualification,” Elder Spinel smiled. “It’s your ability to inspire confidence and loyalty. Which you have done twice already.”

And twice more if they get their way…

“I don’t actually get much of a choice in this, do I?” I looked around the room, seeing nothing but faint amusement on their faces. “What time are we leaving, then?”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Iglanced back and forth. All of our frames looked mostly the same. The only way to tell them apart was from the glow of the eyes on their faceplates. To my left was my beautiful Folotelyn. The blue glow of her visor faced straight ahead as we rode the elevator to the surface. Beside her, with an ominous black glow—how that actually worked, I wasn’t sure—but it glowed black, was Hanwarra Obsidian. She had said almost nothing from the time she arrived this morning to now, standing beside us in her frame.

To my right was Alfofida. Unlike Folotelyn, she had turned and was looking right at me, even as I looked at her. She couldn’t see my smile, but I reached out and gave her arm a nudge. She seemed to appreciate the gesture, and watching a bulky mech suit do a little happy dance was as strange as it was adorable. The movement also gained the attention of our final member. Dernorra Spinel. Her pink glowing eyes turned our way before shifting to look forward once more.

I still had plenty of reservations about how this was turning out. More to the point, why it was turning out this way. I felt like a pawn in a game I didn’t fully understand. While at the same time, I felt like a cad being crammed into a situation where I had two wives and likely two more in the wings.

I felt the floor shudder, and I let out a sigh as I looked straight ahead. The large doors opened, showing the outside sky. When I had come here for the duel, we’d come in some kind of truck. This time, that truck was behind us. They were ensuring that I could make this kind of walk without any overheating issues or malfunctions. Then, to make it seem like this was a ceremony, the ladies had come along with their own frames. It was nice, in a way. The streets were busy, and I got to see the sights.

Markets laden with an assortment of strange goods. From clothing, to furniture, food and vast quantities of jewelry. It wasn’t just precious gemstones. It seemed that just about everyone down here held some symbolic affinity for rock. Even the poorest of Dorfs carried some kind of jewelry. Even just a smooth pebble wrapped in twine, looped around their neck.

I thought about trying to stop and buy some. But put it off, as Elder Malachite urged us on. The food was more of an issue. After all those fantastic smells, my stomach was rumbling. And I didn’t even know if what I was smelling was edible. Arsenic was quite a common ingredient, apparently. It added something to the flavor that the Dorfs enjoyed. Elder Malachite had gone as far as creating a separate storage compartment for the rations I’d be eating on our mission. Just to be sure, I didn’t end up poisoning myself again.

As the light of the mid-morning sky hit our frames, I took a deep breath and nodded to myself. “Ladies, let’s go.”

“Don’t fall flat on your face this time,” Hanwarra warned me as she marched ahead.

I let out a chuckle, and a moment later, Foly and Alfi joined me. It seemed they had waited a heartbeat to see how I’d react. I had the feeling that Kiggaelin wouldn’t have appreciated a joke like that. Which didn’t mean squat to me.

I marched out of the elevator and felt the gravel crunch beneath my feet. The truck rumbled along behind us into the open. I could see the road that would take us to the plateau above, where I had fought for Alfofida’s life. Other than the tracks and footprints, there were no signs of it being used today. I could only assume that those duels were a rare event.

What was up here, though, was a landor. That great, hulking vehicle that had brought me to this place to begin with. I still thought it looked like a snowcat on roids. As tall as a two-story building, and large enough, the interior was like a medium-sized home. Complete with a workshop to maintain our equipment while out on a mission.

“I’ll get the door.” Dernorra opened her wrist panel and tapped away.

That made me frown, and I held up my arm. I had the same panel, and I’d forgotten all about it. Flicking it open, I was surprised at the simplicity. I’d half expected a computer screen, instead it was a rolling dial with a series of buttons.

“You won’t be integrated yet,” Folotelyn told me. “That’s why we haven’t discussed it.”

“How does it work?” I asked.

“It emits a kind of low frequency electromagnetic radiation,” Alfi spoke up. “Once inside, we can connect it to your frame and you can operate the doors as well.”

“Radio,” I chuckled. “I didn’t know you had radios.”

“What are radios?” Alfi asked.

I sighed and shook my head. Not that they could see it. “I’ll explain when we get inside.”

The ramp came down, and I saw the interior. While it was familiar, it wasn’t the same landor as last time. Lined up on the left side was a series of racks for our frames. There was space at the front, with a workbench that wrapped around, extending to the doors at the front leading to the cockpit.

On the right side was the living area. Drawers built into the walls for storage, with one of the usual rounded nest-like beds. Just… the one bed, that is. I didn’t bring it up, but I had hoped that they had multiple this time round. Something that was clearly not a priority, despite there being a married… trio aboard.

The ladies moved in ahead of me. Each heading to a rack, starting at the furthest away. I ended up taking the last place. Opening the suit, I stepped out, feeling a little self-conscious in my skintight outfit. Which wasn’t helped in the slightest by the sight of the other four ladies climbing out to join me in identical outfits. I made a conscious effort not to look at even my wives as Elder Malachite and his team joined us a moment later.

“One final check, and we’ll leave you to it,” he smiled.

“While you do that,” Alfi pressed herself into my side. “What was it you were talking about with radios?”

“Oh,” I nodded, both perturbed at the soft curves pressed against me, but relieved at the distraction. “On my world, we use them to communicate long distance.”

Elder Malachite froze and slowly turned to face me. “Really?”

I chuckled, remembering his fanaticism about the paper plane. “Yes, really. Again, I’m not an expert. But… Those waves. You’ve got a receiver that can read them, yes?”

“That’s right,” Elder Malachite nodded. “There’s a transponder in your wrist unit. We’ll integrate that with the landor when we’re done with our checks.”

“Thank you, father,” Alfi smiled.

He nodded at his daughter and turned back to me. “Yes, the landor has a receiver unit that detects the frequency of the transmission.”

“Well,” I grinned nervously. “If you take that receiver and connect it to a magnet that can vibrate against a thin surface like a drum, those same transmissions will be amplified into audible noise. If you reverse the whole thing, you can make that same device the transmitter, and have it pick up sounds.”

“He is to be taken care of,” Elder Malachite turned to his daughter. “Understand?”

“Yes, father,” she blushed.

“It is of utmost importance. If you can bear him a child, your mother will be ecstatic.”

Oh, fuck my life…

“Yes, father,” Alfofida said in a higher tone.

“That…” I tried to think of a way to diffuse the situation. “Is something Alfofida and I will consider after the mission. For now, I am happy to share what I can.”

“Yes.” Elder Malachite stared at me like I was some precious commodity. “Yes, I shall await your return.”

“I hope that you can provide all the clans an equal opportunity to advance,” Folotelyn nudged me. “You’re going to make some of the elders nervous.”

“I’m sure I can come up with something,” I glanced at Hanwarra, who was eying me from beside Dernorra. “I’ll have to think about it, though. Some of what I can tell you is dangerous.”

“Weapons?” Alfofida asked.

I nodded. “Humanity was rather good at killing itself. I made that paper airplane for Elder Malachite. But it only took a few years for us to work out how to put weapons on the full scale versions. We fought entire wars using them.”

“If you require a third party to act as an insulator for your ideas, I would be happy to assist.” Dernorra bowed her head.

I nodded slowly and turned back to the Elder as his team were unplugging their devices.

“It looks like everything is working perfectly,” he said in a hurry. “Daughter, I trust you to get Tobias home safely. For now…” he gave me a grin. “I believe I have some work to do.”

It was all I could do not to laugh, as he literally ran for the truck, with his team trailing behind him. Leaving me alone with four extremely attractive women.

“You didn’t get a proper tour of the last one,” Foly turned to me. “I’ll show you how to close the landor, then we’ll show you how all of this works.”

“Great,” I nodded and moved over to my frame.

To my surprise, the rolling dial wasn’t a control surface, but the actual power source for the radio signal. Whatever it was that the frames actually ran on wasn’t electricity. Ether was something else entirely, which meant that I was even more at a loss when trying to figure out what Alfi was trying to tell me. Instead, this rolling dial was a small generator. You’d flick it over a few times and press the corresponding buttons. That was the equivalent of changing the radio frequency. Archaic, but it worked and the rear door began to raise, cutting us off from the outside world once more.

“So, where do we start?” I asked.

Turned out, there wasn’t actually all that much to it. After being shown where my extra suits and a few changes of actual clothing were stored, I was shown where our food was stored. Landors were designed for multirole missions, where heavy equipment could be moved back and forth along with teams.

But with the advantage of an ether power source, the economic benefits of smaller transport just didn’t apply once you left the Dorf city. What was new for me was the front of the vehicle. Through that door I’d been forbidden from entering was a small, seated area. More like a meeting room, with seats around the edges and a table. A door led off in each direction. To one side was a bathroom. It wasn’t a tub, like in their rooms. Instead, it was a seated area, with a small basin that could be filled with hot water. It had tall sides, and the floor was textured to help stop you slipping. It wasn’t really large enough for more than one person, but Foly gave me a wink and promised to show me the best way to get clean in here.

On the other side, rather than my disastrous attempt to pee in a jug, was a privy and a washbasin. The third door leading forward was the actual cockpit. It was far larger than I thought it would be. That was because it doubled as the engineering department. A vehicle this size needed to be able to maintain itself while on the move without having to dismantle anything. So the engine, or motor, or however it was technically described, was accessed through the front of the landor. The massive device made a low hum, and I could see a metal shaft extending out on each side, driving the tracks independently. Filling up the gaps on either side, was storage tanks. One for water, the other for ether.

Then it was the driving station. A solid metal front, with viewing slits, slid up, giving access to fresh air. There was no glass, but Foly showed me a thin tarp like device that could be pulled down in case of bad weather. The controls, though, were rather simple. It had a strange combination. One lever on each side. Pushing forward, made the tracks on the corresponding side roll forward. The opposite happened if pulled back.

To my surprise, though, there was a wheel in the middle, which could be used for fine tuning the levers themselves, allowing it to make smooth turns, with limited technology. At the feet were a familiar-looking pedals. I found that the one on the right was an accelerator, and the left was a brake. Then a panel of switches was for the other equipment. Lights, a horn, the stabilization system that used a gyroscope to manage an active suspension system, as well as emergency controls, like a stop button and fire control.

“It all looks pretty simple,” I nodded.

“You think you can drive this?” Foly asked.

“In an emergency, probably,” I nodded. “I used to drive my own vehicles back on Earth. This is similar in a lot of ways.”

“Good to know,” she smiled. “As our captain, it would be good for you to learn.”

The only other seat at the front was space for the navigator. Who I remembered was Hanwarra. That included a set of charts laid out, not much different from the star charts used on old ships. It made sense. In a world where the landscape routinely shifted about, maps were practically worthless. Being able to navigate a world that could change at any time was clearly an important skill, and I made my way out into the main area with a newfound respect for my team.

“Sir,” Dernorra gave me a salute. “We are ready to depart.”

“There’s no need to call me sir,” I chuckled.

“Toby, sir,” Foly shook her head. “Right now, we are on a mission. While you are my husband, you are also my captain. Alfi will agree with me.”

“Yes, Sir,” Alfi saluted beside her sister-wife.

“You two are ridiculous,” I sighed. “Fine, I won’t argue. Is there any ceremony to follow?”

“No, Sir,” Hanwarra smirked.

“Great,” I nodded. “Hanwarra, you’re our navigator. Dernorra, are you comfortable driving this thing?”

“Yes, Sir,” Dernorra grinned.

“Then I leave it in your hands. Get us to where we need to go.”

The two ladies saluted and marched into the cockpit, leaving me alone with my wives. Foly smiled shyly, and Alfi gave a small sigh, as if relieved.

“Sir—”

“I’m really not going to get out of this, am I?” I asked.

“No sir,” Foly blushed. “But as chief medical officer, our disembarkation this morning was before we applied the ointment to your back.”

“Oh,” I nodded. The burns, while healed, left behind a patch of scars. They’d always be visible, but the ointment would help soften them and prevent the skin from pulling. It already did when I bent over, and I was keen on fixing that as soon as possible. “Yeah, that would be good, thank you.”

Even as I spoke, I heard the landor fire up, and then begin rumbling forward. The deck below me shook, and I threw out my arms. Alfi caught me and let out a giggle as I grinned. Foly hurried over to the shelving before pulling out a familiar-looking vial of oil.

“Shirt off, sir,” Foly smirked.

I rolled my eyes, and with Alfi holding me steady, I slipped the tight garment off my shoulders and pushed it down. Foly watched me with a shy smile and I ignored her as I pushed it to my hips. The floor jolted once more, and this time Alfi nearly fell with me as I pitched.

“This isn’t going to work. I need to lean on something,” I grumbled.

Instead of arguing, the ladies followed me and I took hold of one of the support pillars beside the stands for the frame. Just like when I first had to urinate, only now, with far more interesting parameters as Alfi slipped between me and the wall.

“I’m just here as backup, sir,” she insisted.

“Sure you are,” I smirked and kissed her.

She moaned softly before letting me pull away without a fuss. Foly was behind me, and I felt the cool liquid as she wiped it across my back. It smelled a little like eucalypt, but with a spice there, and a warmth that sank into my skin. It wasn’t quite deep heat, but I wouldn’t know how to describe it otherwise.

“The scars are already showing progress,” Foly announced as she rubbed firmly across my back. “I think grandmother is correct and you will recover fully.”

“That’s the hope at least,” I sighed as she continued to massage.

She always did this, and I wasn’t about to tell her to stop. All it took was to rub in the oil for a few moments, but instead, she took her time, feeling the muscles beneath and using her strong fingers to tease out any tender spots I’d accumulated throughout the day.

What I hadn’t expected from this was the warm hands that slipped down the front of my suit as well. When I opened my eyes, Alfi was staring at me while chewing her lip. She had also pushed down the top of her own suit, leaving her breasts swaying before her as she manhandled me.

“Really?” I muttered softly.

“A good captain should remain clearheaded,” Alfi recited. “If you are pent up, you might make a mistake.”

“That’s bullshit, and you know it,” I chuckled as she pulled my cock free.

“Then perhaps I simply wish to please you,” she smiled sincerely.

Truthfully, I wasn’t about to stop this. Not for any reason. Alfi stood in front of me, leaning back against the wall. She gripped my cock with both hands, slowly jerking them back and forth, while twisting loosely in her grip. Foly continued rubbing my back, before she too decided to intervene.

“Oh,” Foly leaned fully into my back. Her hands slid around, pushing Alfi’s off my cock, and I rolled my eyes, feeling her oil-slicked fingers brush over my length. “My apologies sir, I slipped.”

There was a small giggle as I smirked, and she pulled back after a few moments of rubbing my cock. When she returned to my back, it was Alfi that took hold of my cock once more.

“Is that better?” She asked. “Now that it’s wet and slippery?”

“Yes,” I grunted as she stroked me from base to tip with both hands.

“It’s okay, sir,” Foly whispered from behind me. “We understand the stresses of authority. There is no need to hold back.”

I shuddered as she dug in her fingers once more. Alfi, seeing my distraction, squatted down on the balls of her feet. She kept her eyes on me, as she angled my cock towards her face, and opened her mouth.

“I’ll take care of the mess, sir,” she smiled.

“Foly?” I gasped softly. “How does this oil taste?”

“It’s not bad, sir,” Foly whispered.

Alfi’s eyes bulged as I reached down and cupped the back of her head. Her tongue rolled out of her mouth as I pushed forward, and she made a small noise as my cock slipped into her mouth. She moaned softly, and I rocked my hips, slowly fucking her face. Her nails dug into my hips and I felt her tongue lapping at the underside with each thrust.

“You’re so beautiful,” I said as I smiled down at her.

She was already a little red in the face, but she darkened a shade or two, all the while tightening her lips as she urged me on.

“It’s only fair that you do this to me later,” Foly whispered from behind me.

“Mhm,” Alfi managed to get out as I slowly fucked her mouth.

She continued to suck and lick at me, while Foly began to massage in the same rhythm. I was helplessly trapped between them. They both seemed to know it as well. Foly let out a small giggle and leaned into my back. I braced on the wall as Alfi continued to suck. She didn’t react at all, as my cock spurted into the back of her mouth. Foly’s hands wrapped around my front, massaging my sides as Alfi began to swallow. Only for the landor to hit a rather violent bump.

I yelped as I tumbled to the floor. Foly fell atop me, while Alfi made a shocked sound as she slapped her hand to her lips to stop her from spilling anything. I let out a sigh, before Foly giggled and took hold of my cock.

“Just a little for me to clean up,” she smirked, before leaning down and engulfing my cock.

Which was just a single moment from the cockpit door opening, as Hanwarra stepped out and froze in place.

“Sorry,” she murmured. “A rock shifted under the right track, and we heard you yell.”

Alfi was too busy swallowing to answer. While I was speechless. So it was up to Foly, to slip her mouth off my cock, before turning to her black-haired colleague. “We’re fine. Alfi and I were just ensuring the captain was adequately cared for.”

“Understood,” Hanwarra said, before slowly turning around and heading back the way she came.

“Oh, the depths,” Alfi choked out a gasp.

Foly giggled and shot the green-haired Dorf a smile. “Was that to your liking?”

“It’s certainly given me a few ideas,” Alfi smiled shyly. “The best part was seeing how much he enjoyed doing it with me.”

“Who wouldn’t?” I grunted.

“You do realize that as far as Dorfs go. We’re no great beauties,” Foly pointed out.

“You’d have more of an idea about that than I would,” I shrugged while enjoying the cool sensation of the floor on my back. “To me, you’ve got bodies of literal mythic proportions. Defining the literal standard of unrealistic beauty.”

“It’s more than that, though? Isn’t it?” Alfi asked, suddenly sounding unsure. “I don’t mind being viewed as a sexual object⁠—”

“I meant what I said,” I cut her off. “You’re both extremely beautiful. Not just in a sexual manner, but in a way that makes me smile when I see your eyes open in the morning. Or the way your eyes light up when you see me. Do you even know how beautiful your eyes are to me?”

They exchanged a look with one another, before I was suddenly covered in womanly flesh. They hugged me tightly, and I held them close.

“It’s hard to be certain,” Foly giggled softly. “You told me what you thought of us when I helped you urinate.”

“Please don’t remind me,” I chuckled. “That was so awkward.”

“Have you ever urinated on someone?” Alfi asked. Foly and I looked at her, and the slow realization of what she asked must have finally clicked as she suddenly turned scarlet.

“That’s not the worst thing I’ve ever heard,” Foly assured her friend.

“That… no…” Alfi sat up and pulled her suit back up over her breasts. “I mean. No. Just a curious thought.”

“Of course,” I agreed quickly.

Foly shook her head and remained silent as she got up. She was still dressed, and after they both took one of my hands each, they hauled me to my feet.

“You’re bigger than we are, but you don’t weigh any more,” Alfi noted.

“Not sure what to say. I’m pretty average for a human,” I shrugged.

“No, you’re not,” Foly shook her head. “You’re our human.”

I wasn’t quite sure what to say to that. So I settled it by kissing her.
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“How’s everything running up here?” I asked as I stepped into the cockpit.

Hanwarra gave me a casual glance, before smirking. But it was Dernorra who spoke first.

“That was awfully quick,” she looked back over her shoulder towards me. “I heard you could achieve a mating lock, sir?”

“Norra,” Hanwarra shook her head.

“I… we didn’t,” I slumped a little. “I think I need to put a stop to the rumors.”

“So you can’t achieve a mating lock?” Dernorra asked.

I rolled my eyes and let out a sigh. “Yes, I can achieve mating lock. But we didn’t have sex.”

“Yes, you were!” Dernorra frowned. “Hanwarra⁠—”

“Saw us doing something else⁠—”

“Folotelyn was putting her mouth over your penis,” Hanwarra frowned at me.

I opened my mouth, then closed it. I thought for a moment and let out a sigh. “Okay, yes. That was exactly what I was doing, and nothing else.”

“Do all humans have such strange mating behaviors?” Dernorra asked.

“I take it you’ve never engaged in oral sex?” I asked.

“Is that like the kissing thing you do with Foly and Alfi?” Hanwarra asked.

“Almost,” I hedged. “But it’s kissing on the genitals.”

“That doesn’t sound very pleasant,” Dernorra frowned.

“I’m… really not sure what to tell you here,” I sighed.

“I’ll ask Folotelyn later then,” Hanwarra nodded. “It sounds like you’re uncomfortable about this conversation.”

“I didn’t think I’d come into the cockpit and get interrogated about my sex life,” I chuckled.

“Then you shouldn’t have been involving your sex life, in the middle of the floor,” Hanwarra turned back to her charts. “We’re making good time. If we push through tonight and only stop tomorrow, we’ll arrive the following day.”

“Is there a reason to drive through the night, or are we better off getting a good night’s rest?” I asked.

“We can go without a night’s sleep if necessary,” Dernorra replied.

“Unless it’s necessary, we’ll stop for the night then,” I decided and turned to leave.

“I suppose we’ll get to see if he can achieve a mating lock after all,” Hanwarra nodded.

I chose not to respond, and hurried out to where the atmosphere was a little less confrontational.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


“Sir,” Foly stepped out of the cockpit. “We’ve got contact.”

“We’ll stop here,” Hanwarra stepped back.

To be honest, I was a little relieved. She was a hard taskmaster, despite the fact she was ‘only the navigator.’ Dernorra had approved of what we were doing, and other than offering a few suggestions, had remained in the cockpit as our driver. I’d spent all of yesterday, and most of this morning, being clobbered over the head with padded mittens. Though I wasn’t sure I’d qualify them as padded.

Alfi came up with them after I expressed my concerns about the potential for injury. She had taken a spare suit, cut it up, then stuffed it with some spare insulation that usually would have come from the frames. As best as I could tell, the main purpose was to increase the surface area of the mittens, so when Hanwarra clobbered me over the head, she didn’t knock teeth loose.

It wasn’t like a normal fight, though. She behaved erratically. Lunging and striking suddenly, or racing around to hit me from behind. The flayers were a common sight in the dark, but I’d received a crash course on the other denizens of the deep. Wolf-like creatures called gnashers, that came up to the knees on a frame. They hunted in packs and could bounce off the walls and low ceilings. Worms that would lunge from crevices and loose soil or sand, with sharp teeth and wicked spikes. Rarer still was a bipedal lizard type creature they called a demon. They occasionally carried rocks as tools and always hunted alone.

The latter of the list were actually native to this world. Life was scarce on the surface. They hunted a type of quadrupedal goat for part of the year and explored the tunnels when those were scarce. Seeing as the Dorfs hunted the goats for meat, the few demons in the area were primarily underground hunters, with the rest migrating to follow the goat herds.

“Thank you for your help,” I nodded at the black-haired Dorf.

She accepted with a thin smile. Truthfully, it hadn’t been all bad. I was a bit ruffled and bruised in places. But she had admitted that once in a frame, she was confident in me holding my own. The few times I’d been able to punch her were solid enough that if armed with my wrist blades, she would have faced lethal wounds. Then again, with Hanwarra’s spear, I would have had trouble getting close enough to strike her at all.

She eyed me carefully as Alfofida approached to help her unstrap the mittens. I followed Foly back into the cockpit. Dernorra was seated at the helm and I could tell how much the stabilizer was doing for us. The ground here was extremely rocky, and now I could see outside. I could make out the tremendous amount of travel the tracks could accomplish. Earth had nothing on this suspension.

“Sir, ahead of us, watch the horizon as we crest the next ledge,” Dernorra called as she adjusted our course to avoid a rather large boulder.

I squinted as we climbed and watched the edge of the rock where it met the sky. When we reached the top of the crest, I wasn’t sure what she was talking about. Until I spotted it. They were coming up, just as we dipped down out of view.

“Is that another landor?” I asked.

“Yes sir,” Dernorra agreed.

“Do we know who they are, or what they’re doing?” I asked.

“No, but I can guess,” Folotelyn sighed.

“If they left a few hours after we did, and drove through the first night, then yes, they could have overtaken us in the dark,” Dernorra nodded as we hit the bottom of the ditch and began to rise up the far side once more.

This entire world was like an ocean. Some parts were smooth sailing, other parts were high seas and storms. All of it was changing, and that accounted for why these landors were so huge. The massive tracks had no problems getting up and over even the worst terrain, while providing an extremely stable platform to ride on in the process.

“Our mission here wasn’t widely known,” Folotelyn continued. “Only the elders knew about our dive site. It was considered a good test.”

“You’re implying that this could be Elder Garnet?” I guessed.

“I lack the ability to make that judgment, sir,” Foly smiled.

I nodded. Their society was strict. We could see a landor, and could guess a direction. But without concrete proof, speculation was simply speculation. None of the other elders had any reason to send someone out here.

“What about criminal elements?” I asked.

“Possible,” Dernorra nodded as we crested once more.

This time I could see the landor more clearly. It wasn’t carrying identifying marks, which… Well, it didn’t seem that ours did either. Their people valued cooperation, even if they jostled for power.

“If it were bandits, they likely wouldn’t be approaching the dig from the same direction as we are,” Foly chimed in.

“What would be the normal process of handling this kind of situation?” I asked.

“If it’s bandits, it is our responsibility to investigate,” Dernorra spoke up immediately. “If they’re here for a legitimate purpose, we still have our orders.”

“To retrieve the equipment left behind,” I nodded.

“Exactly,” Foly smiled.

“We won’t be long now,” Dernorra called. “Let Alfi know to prep the frames. I’ll be out as soon as we stop.”

“I’ll let her know,” Foly turned and hurried out.

I watched the horizon for a few moments and spotted the other landor vanishing down the next crevice.

“Sir?” Dernorra caught my attention.

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

Dernorra glanced back at me. “If it is Kiggaelin…”

“I’m not going to be an asshole,” I sighed. “We’re here with a mission from four of the five elders. If she’s swooped in to claim the glory, we can sit back and watch to make sure they do it right.”

Dernorra smirked and gave a small nod. “It’s a relief that you feel that way.”

I thought about what she had just said. Then I remembered the way Kiggaelin snapped at the others in the short time I was with them all. She didn’t seem to invite conversation or allow her decisions to be questioned. She liked to be the strong one, but that only worked as far as you gave the right call and didn’t micromanage those under your charge.

“Do you need anything while I’m here?” I asked.

“No sir,” Dernorra smiled. “If I may, you might want to take a shower. We’ll be less than an hour, and you’ll be more comfortable in a fresh suit.”

I nodded at that. Truthfully, I felt a bit gross. What passed for deodorant here worked pretty well, but it didn’t stop me feeling sweaty and grimy. With that in mind, I stepped out of the cockpit and turned into the bathing chamber. Only to freeze at the sight before me as I entered.

The rumbling of the engines and the rocky terrain must have masked the sound of the door opening. But it did nothing to mask Hanwarra’s voice. She was seated on the little bench, with one foot on the floor and the other in the basin. Her head was rolled back and her eyes were closed as she viciously twisted one of her erect nipples. While her other hand rubbed frantically over her clit.

“I’m cumming again, sir,” she whimpered. “I’m cumming so hard.”

Her jaw dropped open, and her shoulders trembled. Her frantic rubbing turned into gentle spasms, and her toes curled as small jets of liquid squirted from between her fingers. Hanwarra bit her lip, and hummed out a keening sound, as I quietly stepped out and closed the door.

“Okay… Not sure what I’m going to do with that,” I sighed. “I’ll bathe later… Yeah.”
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“Alright, Dernorra gave me the go ahead. We’ll be swinging around in a moment,” Hanwarra said as she hurried out of the cockpit.

I looked at Alfofida and Folotelyn, who were standing by their frames. At my nod of agreement, they climbed in, while I did the same with my own.

It fit nice and snug before touching my thumb and pinky to my palm. There was a moment to wait as the panels closed around my front, before the faceplate dropped down and my vision cleared. I felt the sway of the landor, as Dernorra swung us around in this world’s version of a reverse park. The ideal spot where they had parked last time was where the other landor had stopped. Not that it would be a problem.

The landor shifted backwards for a few moments before I heard the engines shut down. There was silence for just a moment, before Dernorra burst into the bay and rushed over to her frame. With her arrival, the rest of us stepped out.

“Dernorra has the door. That way we move when she’s ready,” I ordered.

“Yes sir,” echoed four other voices.

We arranged ourselves at the door, and for the first time, I realized that this might actually be a problem. Folotelyn was at my right with her mace. Alfofida on my left with her ax. The weapons were stowed on purpose, built holsters mounted to their hips. Further down was Hanwarra, with her spear slung across her shoulders. I could only assume it was attached with their version of magnets. Whatever the ether equivalent was. Dernorra joined us a few moments later, tapping the control panel on her wrist, before drawing and re-sheathing the sword she carried.

“We’re not expecting trouble, are we?” I asked.

“If there is, we’ll handle it.” Dernorra squared her shoulders.

As the ramp lowered, we caught a glimpse of the other landor. It looked just like ours. If they had any defining features, I wasn’t familiar enough with them to spot it. The ramp got lower, and as it passed below eye level, I caught a glimpse of a frame. They stood just out of reach of the ramp, with glowing red eyes like I had seen on Kiggaelin’s helmet.

“Your presence here is unnecessary,” a masculine voice called. “You may leave.”

“I’m sure you’ve got things under control,” I agreed as the ramp finally settled on the rocky ground. “But we’re here under orders⁠—”

“I don’t care about your orders,” the Dorf snapped.

“Then I guess, fuck off?” I offered.

The Dorf stood still for a moment, then almost switched to a hammer on his side. “What did you just say to me?”

“I’m sorry,” I chuckled. “But we both have orders here. If you don’t care about my orders, then I don’t care about yours. If you want to be more civil about this and discuss things like adults, I’m more than willing to listen to what you have to say next.”

The fidgeting stopped, and the Dorf considered us for a moment. Behind him, I could see two other frames. One was heading into the tunnel, the other was coming our way.

“Signim! What is the problem?” A familiar voice shouted as she stomped up to join us.

“Apologies, sir,” Signim gave a salute as he turned to face her. “I was trying to get these interlopers to vacate the area.”

Kiggaelin held up her hand and silenced the Dorf. Then turned to face us. “Which of you is in charge?”

“That would be me,” I grinned. “It’s good to see you again, Kiggaelin.”

“I wish I could say the same,” she scoffed. “You’ve brought nothing but trouble since you arrived.”

“I suppose I can’t argue with that,” I admitted. “Though it is nice to know how welcoming your people are. I am doing my best to fit in, and they are helping me tremendously.”

She stood there silently for a few moments. It was obvious to me that she was used to talking and being listened to. Me accepting her words and turning them around was clearly a new experience.

“What are your orders here?” She asked.

“Likely the same as yours,” I admitted. “Equipment retrieval. More of a test, really. See how the new frame works out and how we function as a unit. It’s been quite nice so far.”

“Well, consider it mission complete,” Kiggaelin waved dismissively at us. “We’ve got it from here.”

“I can see that,” I stepped around her. “But our mission isn’t finished until all the equipment has been removed. We’ll do our best not to get in your way, and we’ll leave as soon as you finish.”

“That…” Kiggaelin struggled for words as I marched on.

My squad followed along behind me, ignoring Kiggaelin as she desperately tried to control the situation.

“You would defy the order of Clan Garnet?” Kiggaelin snarled as she rushed up to cut me off.

“If I comply with Clan Garnet, I would be defying Clans Kyanite, Malachite, Obsidian and Spinel,” I told her. “I’m sorry Kiggaelin. We will do our best not to interfere, but we’re not going anywhere unless you’re willing to head back and convince the other elders that we aren’t needed here.”

Kiggaelin stood, clearly enraged by my refusal, but didn’t speak again as I continued to make my way over to the tunnel entrance. I could make out the lamps of the Dorf marching further in, before he stepped aside to make room for another heading out.

“Sir, what is the plan?” Dernorra moved up to my side.

“Keep watch for now,” I said. “You know the process involved with removing the equipment, so let me know if something looks wrong. Otherwise, it would be nice to know how many frames they have here.”

“That’s the same landor we used on the first mission,” Alfofida chimed in. “Unless it was retrofitted, there are only five of them.”

“Same as us then,” I nodded. “Still, it would be nice to know for certain. Just in case. Emergencies can happen.”

We spotted Kiggaelin wandering about. She was making an obvious choice to keep an eye on us. We only responded to their presence if approached, and the sight of all five of us turning as one to confront them was enough they gave up on whatever it was they were trying to pull. She pulled her Dorfs aside at times, discussing something before sending them off. Whatever it was she was doing, none of us had any idea.

“What is it they’re taking in there?” I asked, seeing the next frame carrying a crate.

“Supplies,” Hanwarra said. “Removing all the supports takes time. Either they can camp inside in a temporary shelter, or come out to the landor when they want to rest.”

“Makes sense,” I nodded. “If it were us, I’d probably handle things differently.”

“How so?” Dernorra asked.

“Erect a gate and block the entrance. That’ll stop anything from getting in or out. Then work in shifts with multiple teams if available. I wouldn’t want anyone sleeping inside the tunnel. Even in the stabilized sections, if quakes can open passages and release flayers or worse inside, then you’ve got no defense if a fresh tunnel opens while you’re in there asleep.”

The ladies thought over my words for a while and we continued to watch.
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“I guess you’re right,” I told Alfofida.

“Does that bother you?”

I looked over and saw the nervous way she fiddled with her bowl. It was early evening, and Kiggaelin and the others had vanished inside the tunnel several hours ago. Their landor was shut up tight, and with everything quiet, we’d returned to our temporary home and started getting a meal together. To my surprise, as I sat on the ramp to watch outside, the rest of them had joined me.

“She’s worried her intelligence bothers you,” Foly nudged me.

I chuckled and reached across. Alfi made a small noise as I hooked my fingers under her thighs before dragging her into my lap.

“Nothing about you bothers me,” I told her.

She squirmed a little. “Nothing?”

“Not from your pretty green eyes to the brain between your ears,” I promised her.

Alfi turned to look at me, and I smiled before leaning in. Our kiss started slowly. Our lips brushed against one another before she gently touched my lip with her tongue. I smiled and licked back before she hummed into my mouth. The hum got louder, and I felt the vibrations running through my bones before Alfi pushed me away.

Then it occurred to me what we were feeling.

“Inside, now,” I ordered.

The five of us scrambled up the ramp. The ground shook harder and harder. I could see the ground moving, rocks formed, and the landor jerked heavily to one side. I collapsed to my side, where Hanwarra took my elbow and helped me up, before Folotelyn helped me over to the wall where I could hold onto something.

“You’re not very stable in this, are you?” Foly asked.

I shook my head. “I’m not born here, remember?”

She grinned, then pecked at my lips. I wouldn’t have been able to aim that well, and yet she was perfectly on target despite the ground jostling us from below. The shaking continued for over a minute, rising and lowering in pitch, until finally tapering off. As silence returned to the world, I straightened my back and looked around.

“Everyone okay?” I asked.

“We’re fine,” Alfofida smiled.

“We’ll need to make a note that you’re not as stable as we are,” Dernorra nodded.

“We’ll need to help with that,” Hanwarra grunted. “Someone might take advantage of you if the moment suited.”

“We’ll keep that information close to the chest,” Foly frowned at them.

“Of course,” Hanwarra agreed immediately. “Nobody here wishes Tobias any harm.”

“Thanks,” I nodded, picturing the nude Dorf and her actions in the bathing room that morning.

The way she stared at me, I had to wonder if she knew I walked in on her. She hadn’t mentioned anything, nor was she acting differently. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder if it was worth bringing up, just in case?

“Hear that?” Folotelyn spoke, catching my attention.

“Hear what?”

“I heard a crash,” she frowned.

“I think I heard it too,” Alfofida crossed her arms. “Like a frame tipping over.”

“The stabilizers inside the tunnel. Could they have malfunctioned and caused a problem?” I asked.

“Unlikely, if they malfunctioned, the frame would have pitched over during the quake, not after,” Alfofida surmised.

“Frames,” I ordered. “Now.”

“Sir,” they all glanced around in confusion, but I was already moving.

As the moon came up, illuminating the uneven ground, the five of us hurried over to the tunnel entrance. I nudged the light switch with my chin and stepped to one side.

“Dernorra, you’re in the lead.”

“Sir,” she marched ahead.

“Sir, what’s this about?” Hanwarra asked. “We haven’t heard from Kiggaelin’s team.”

“Exactly,” I grunted as I followed Dernorra into the tunnel. “In my society, we’re reactionary, but proactive about it. We test our equipment to the point of failure, we plan for emergencies and we respond to potential threats before they can be realized.”

“You think that something happened to Kiggaelin?” Foly called.

“I think that I’d rather be wrong than right,” I called back.

“Most Dorfs would rather just be right,” Alfofida informed me.

I didn’t have a response to that.

The tunnel was much as I remembered it. The braces went up around the ceiling and back down. We were moving at a higher pace than when we exited, and there was a fair amount of dust. That told me that something in the tunnel more than likely shifted. I didn’t want to be right. Kiggaelin was a pain in the ass, and likely whoever she was with, was a pain as well. But that didn’t mean I wanted her dead.

As we got deeper into the tunnels, Dernorra held up her hand. We slowed down and finally came to a stop, before I heard it. A scream, followed by a terrifying, monstrous shriek.

“Demon!” Dernorra snarled.

“Then they’re in trouble!” I shouted.

Dernorra charged off once more, and I followed behind. I saw her draw the sword at her hip and quickly set my wrist blades. Straightening my fingers, flipping the handle, and pulling a fist to extend and lock them once more. I saw something crunch beneath Dernorra’s boots and winced as I followed a moment later. The dead flayers were still where they fell during the attack when I was injured. That also meant we’d arrived. The tunnel opened into a larger area. Crates were stacked in the corner, and two of the five frames were standing by the wall. Two more had tipped over, landing face down, while the fifth was being pried open by a creature that reminded me of a rather famous enemy, from a nuclear age, post apocalypse video game.

It was a little shorter than a frame, and heavily built. The demon had short, stubby horns that wrapped around the sides of its head. It had the frame pinned down with a three-toed foot, while its four arms worked together to rip open the front panel of armor. It had already been partially successful, and at our approach, the demon turned and stared at us, with a chunk of dripping flesh hanging from its jaws.

Dernorra didn’t seem to care as she rushed ahead. Her sword whizzed around, and the demon threw up a hand in defense. I was shocked to see the blade bounce off its hide, leaving a deep gash in the limb, but failing to cause any significant injury. The scream that escaped its maw made me pause as the rest of the ladies spread out.

Hanwarra charged in, slamming her spear into its gut. That too didn’t pierce that far, and the demon snarled as she pinned it against the wall. Suddenly, a second demon lunged out of the unsecured hallway to the side and tackled her to the ground.

“HANWARRA!” I roared and rushed in before the others could respond.

Dernorra was distracted fighting the first, and couldn’t turn to help me as the second demon grappled with the obsidian Dorf. I remembered what I had done in our duel and dropped my shoulder before tackling the demon from the side. I wrapped my arms around its back and threw us clear of the fallen frame. The demon was a terrifying creature. More so up close. It twisted violently and slipped free of my grip. I saw a yellow eye swivel towards me and decided I would start there. If its hide was too thick to pierce, I’d go for the soft spots.

My blade wasn’t quite on target, but the force of my punch and the angle of its eye socket steered me into position, anyway. The blade sank into its eye, and the creature recoiled with a terrible shriek, before Foly’s mace slammed into the side of its face, knocking it to the ground.

I caught a glimpse of Alfofida hacking the first demon down, while Dernorra distracted it with a flurry of slices. These ladies were terrifying with their weapons. It was clear to me that I’d have been completely outmatched if I’d picked anything other than what I did for our duel. Hanwarra was already getting up, so I turned back to the demon I’d partially blinded and put my fists up to close in.

The demon shrieked in pain and fury, scrambling across the floor to avoid Foly’s mace. It had one hand holding its eye, while another patted the side of its head, where it was now missing a piece of its horn. The demon choked out a cry and pushed itself upright. It seemed nervous of us and was backing away. Part of me thought it was going to run before Folotelyn stepped up. It shifted on the spot and lunged forward with all four arms, grabbing her by the shoulders as it opened its mouth in an attempt to bite her face.

Foly wasn’t idle. She turned her mace sideways and shoved the handle into its mouth. It bit down hard and was trying to pull it from her grip before I charged in behind it. One look over the creature, and I had to guess what its body structure was like. Bipedal, with thick skin and a larger torso than abdomen. Similar to humans and Dorfs, I could only assume it had ribs like the rest of us, and they were likely sensitive.

I didn’t crash into them. Foly had it partially restrained. Instead, I reached up and grabbed its good horn to hold it steady. And with my other, I drove my fist into the base of what I hoped were its ribs. Once, twice and thrice I struck it, before the demon released Foly’s mace. It tried to twist, but she surprised us both by grabbing it around the jaw.

I struck it once more for good measure before bending and snagging its ankle. With a grunt, I yanked backwards, and the demon tumbled to the ground. With my grip on its ankle, and Foly holding it by the jaw, it was a beat down neither of us was proud of. I aimed for the soft spots, punching it in the stomach as often as I could manage. Foly clubbed it repeatedly around the shoulders until its coordinated slashing was reduced to pained and desperate swings. Only then did she release its jaw and grip her weapon with two hands.

The demon let out a chittering sound, before she brought the weapon down hard, in the middle of its face. The first strike made it cry out, and it kicked at my leg in an attempt to escape. Foly saw it hit me and let out a snarl as she clubbed it a second time. It jerked once and fell limp. Rather than risk things, I bent and took one of its arms before pulling it face down.

“One more,” I ordered.

Foly responded swiftly, and the wet, meaty sound of this last strike left me satisfied it wasn’t about to get back up. I released it and stood before turning to check on Alfi and Hanwarra. The two of them were standing by as the demon at their feet twitched slightly. It was covered in defensive cuts and missing chunks of flesh from Alfofida’s ax.

“Finish it,” I told them both.

Alfi turned, and Hanwarra raised a metal boot, before pinning it to the creature’s head. It let out a pained growl before Alfi swung her ax with the precision of a surgeon, hacking into its neck. She took three more strikes in the same spot before finally severing it.

I looked around the room. There were signs of a struggle. The crates were knocked and what looked like bedrolls had been strewn about. The remains of a fire glowed slightly and there was a definite footprint in it from one of the Dorfs making a run for it without shoes.

My eyes landed on the two fallen frames. I could make out an arm. So another had gotten that far. The bloody mess on the other one told me how quickly the attack must have started. But that was only two bodies.

“There’s three more out there.” I turned and looked at my squad. “We need to find them, in case there're more demons in here.”

“I’m surprised there were two of them.” Dernorra shook her head.

“They’re highly territorial,” Alfofida confirmed. “This pair must have been mating.”

“It’s only been a few days. You’re telling me there could be more in here?” I asked.

“No, they live birth, and their children eat their way out of the mother,” Foly said with a shudder in her voice.

“That… sounds like a horrible way to go,” I shook my head.

“Oh no,” Dernorra spoke up. “The mother survives, more often than not. They heal up within a few weeks and the whole things starts all over again.”

I glanced down at the two dead demons. Then shook my head. “Alright, back to business. We’re looking for three Dorfs. One of them is your friend.”

“She’s not really our friend,” Foly muttered.

“Well. Fuck. You. Too!” a pained voice called from over by the crates.

“I’ll go check that out,” Alfofida offered, while the rest of us stood by.

Yeah, it was a tad awkward.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Kiggaelin let out a snarl as Foly bound her feet. The burns weren’t as bad as the gash across her stomach. I’d almost thrown up as I helped hold the fiery Dorf down. Foly worked as quickly as she could. There just wasn’t a gentle way to put someone’s intestines back in. She had kicked, thrashed, cursed and ultimately vomited all over herself twice. In return, Foly had slowly and meticulously sewn her shut, using a needle and thread that would haunt me until my dying days.

I knew she was the team medic, but hearing it and seeing her in action were two very different things. Still, with Kiggaelin’s wound cleaned, packed and sewn shut, she was… Well comfortable was the wrong word, but she could breathe easier, even if she couldn’t walk. Not that she wanted to.

“I’m not going anywhere,” Kiggaelin huffed.

“You’ll get an infection,” Foly protested.

“Signim and Jurgen might still be alive,” Kiggaelin protested. “I have a duty.”

“Fuck,” I swore and stood up.

Dernorra, Hanwarra and Alfofida loomed behind us in their frames. There had been a tremor or two since we’d found Kiggaelin. Nothing to worry about. But enough to keep us on our toes. The last thing we needed was another surprise cave entrance, spilling out more things to eat us.

“Two more,” I thought for a moment. “Where did you see them?”

Kiggaelin glared at me for a long moment, then huffed. “The tunnel we found you. They left before the attack started.”

“Why?” Folotelyn asked.

Kiggaelin looked uncomfortable. Then shook her head.

“Probably going back to see if they could find anything I dropped,” I snorted. From Kiggaelin’s glare, I could assume I was right. “Foly and Alfofida, get her back to the landor.”

“Which—”

“—Ours,” I specified.

“I think⁠—”

“—You can think when we find your people,” I snapped at the unfriendly Dorf. “Until we do, you’re a casualty. So shut the fuck up and look pretty while we get you out of here alive. Got it?”

Kiggaelin lowered her eyes for a moment, before nodding slightly. I didn’t expect much more from her. I wasn’t petty enough to force her to show respect. That struck me as the kind of thing her father would do, and I wanted to be nothing like him.

“Dernorra, Hanwarra, you’re both with me. We’ll check the tunnel and then… Do your people retrieve bodies?” I asked.

“We do if they’re someone important.” Foly gave me a look.

I nodded. “We bring them home. They might not be important to us, but I bet they have family waiting for them to come home.”

Foly’s expression softened, and she gave a small nod. Kiggaelin stared at me like I’d grown a second head, but kept her mouth shut. I hurried over to my frame and slumped into it. With a touch of my palm, the armored plates closed up, and I checked my wrist blades to ensure they were activated.

“Let’s go,” I told them.

Unlike our entrance, this time I took the lead. The tunnel we came out of didn’t look much different from the others. There were fallen boulders, loose rock and rocky debris piled up. If this section of the tunnel was stabilized, I’d have gotten out of my frame, but when a rock smacked me on the head, I mentally praised myself for struggling on in my armor.

We had to stop a few times. The first was when we found an unstable rock. It was propped against the wall, but when we touched it, it shifted. On its own, it wasn’t much of a threat. But if it slipped while we tried to squeeze under it, there could be a problem.

“We need to push this over,” I suggested.

Hanwarra came up with the easiest solution. Using the shaft of her spear, she wedged it between the boulder and the wall. With the simple application of leverage, the two of us slowly pushed the rock over, where it slipped and fell heavily to the floor. The ground rumbled as a plume of dust washed out. The echoing rumble went through the walls, and I heard several small rocks strike my helmet. When it all fell silent once more, I sighed in relief.

“Let’s make it quick,” I ordered.

“It’s not our job to make sure they get home,” Hanwarra pointed out.

“No, it’s not,” I agreed. “But I’d like to.” I stopped for a moment and let out a sigh. “But if you two want to head back. I understand. This is a risk, and I won’t force either of you to take it with me.”

“Shut up, sir,” Dernorra’s voice grunted as she stepped through the dust.

I grinned in appreciation and moved on. We pushed through the debris and had to shove over or resettle a few more boulders. Before coming across the first of the Dorfs.

He was face down, with a cracked skull. The sticky blood leaking from his ears and nose told us he wasn’t about to get up. The rock propped up on the side of his head gave us the cause.

“One of you needs to take him back. I don’t want to waste any more time than we have to,” I looked back.

Dernorra and Hanwarra looked at one another before Hanwarra stepped up. “I’ll take him. Dernorra is better suited to fighting in close quarters.”

“You expect a fight?” I asked.

“No,” Dernorra moved up to stand beside me. “But if one is necessary, it’s best all the same.”

“I won’t argue that point then,” I nodded.

It took a moment to pick up the dead Dorf. He was limp, and that made it tricky to balance him. In the end, I helped lift, while Hanwarra put him into a princess carry. I’d thought about the way they got me out, but that was something I’d need to be conscious of. A loose corpse couldn’t hold on. Still, Hanwarra had him up and stable, before giving me a long look.

“Be safe, both of you,” she said, before turning around and marching back through the dust.”

“If we go much further, we’ll find the room where we found you,” Dernorra informed me.

“Maybe we’ll get lucky, and something of mine will be left over,” I chuckled.

We carried on. The dust cleared the further we got. There wasn’t much in the way of wind down here. I was glad these frames had some kind of air filtration system. I didn’t see any canaries, so I had no idea how they’d detect gas.

What finally stopped us, though, was a cave in. A wall of rocks. Floor to ceiling. But that wasn’t all. Another flayer. This one was freshly dead. It too, had been crushed by a boulder. It had blood on its claws, and when I looked around, I could see a trail of it leading up the pile. Up, and vanishing through a gap in the top.

“Dernorra, I’m getting out,” I said.

“Sir, I don’t think⁠—”

“—Dernorra, I’m getting out,” I repeated as the armor plates pulled open.

I coughed as I inhaled a bit of dust. I had a flash of worry about silicosis, but I had to be sure. Ignoring that for now, I looked over at Dernorra’s frame. She had her arms crossed, but didn’t stop me as I turned back to the pile.

“I’ll be a moment. Just going to check the other side and see if I can see him,” I told her.

She answered with a grunt, so I turned to the pile and started to climb. A few of the rocks were loose, but nothing shifted. They’d fallen and wedged up pretty well, giving plenty of handholds to climb with. When I reached the top, I could see blood going through the gap, but it was too dark to see what else was in there.

“Hey.” I turned and looked down. “I can see it opens on the other side. But I can’t see what’s back there. Can you move and point one of your lamps at this hole?”

She waited for a moment, before reaching for one of her shoulder lamps. It moved as she nudged it. She then did as I asked, and lined herself up with the hole, pointing the light directly at my ass. It wasn’t going to help me see as I was going in. But hopefully, enough light would filter through that I’d be able to see what was on the other side.

Without a moment to hesitate and talk myself out of it. I started to crawl. The gap wasn’t tight enough to make it too hard to breathe. Just to question a few life choices. I also made a note to exaggerate the gap, so that Foly and Alfi didn’t skin me when Dernorra told them about it later. Shuffling along, I couldn’t hear anything more than the rocks crumbling beneath me, and I reached the other end without too much of a fuss.

As expected, it was pitch black on the other side. I couldn’t turn around, and the only real option I had was to go forward. Tentatively, I reached out and brushed my hand on the outside. The last thing I wanted to feel was a horrific amount of blood. That suggested that death awaited me. Instead, I found a bunch of dust, so I took a deep breath, and pulled myself forward.

“See anything?” Dernorra’s voice carried from behind me.

“Not yet,” I grunted as I caught myself on a rock and pulled my legs free.

As my body shifted from view, I looked into the tunnel and peered. Not a lot of light was getting through. But I could make out the walls and the dead flayer. This was the room I appeared in. Which meant that this was the end of the line. I could also see a few dark lines, suggesting the Dorf I was following had gone in a little further.

“I’m going a little further in,” I called back. “This is the room you found me in.”

There was no reply from Dernorra. I could only assume she was mad, but I couldn’t just let this go. I picked myself up and kept an eye on my surroundings as I moved on. Something clattered against my foot and I glanced down. A small rectangle caught my eye, and I bent to pick it up.

“My camera,” I chuckled as I turned it over.

The screen was smashed, but when I pressed the power button, it turned on. It was showing low battery, but I could make out what was on the screen. Rather than waste the batteries, I turned it off and slipped it into the front of my outfit. These things didn’t have pockets, so that would do.

I moved on into the darkness. I scanned the ceiling and the shadows for signs of flayers. I remembered that bloody thing hanging off the ceiling like a bat, and I didn’t want to risk it happening twice. I moved into the room properly and peered into the shadows. They weren’t large enough to hide a flayer, but a fallen and dying Dorf without the strength or ability to call out to me?

I bent over and patted my hands through the darkness. I could see where the wall should have been, and knew I didn’t have to go far. What I hadn’t expected, though, was the sudden, slippery sensation. Not like it was wet with blood, but like placing your hand on a patch of moss covered rock. I barely contained my yelp as I fell flat on my stomach.

And into a new world.

I could feel it. That slippery feeling was up around my shoulders now. It wasn’t on the floor. It was the wall itself. I’d somehow fallen through it. And I was having trouble working out what exactly I was seeing. I could make out the stone floor under my belly. But my chin was laying in tall grass. Tall grass that had been parted as something, or in this case, someone, had been dragged through.

Drums beat into the night sky, while a raging fire lit up the glade. Huge, green-skinned figures danced around the flames, stomping their feet to the beat. They were huge. The size of the frames we wore, but far uglier than anything I would have imagined existed. They were close enough to what I’d assume were orcs.

And right in the middle, before the flames. Was the largest. He must have been twelve feet tall and far broader than the rest of them. He was holding a massive, chipped cleaver in his hand, while at his feet, was a Dorf. The Dorf, I could see, was still alive. He was bloodied, bruised, and on his knees. His arms bound behind his back, while a smaller, more feminine looking creature held his head in place.

“NOM NOM!” the large one roared.

“NOM NOM!” the others echoed.

I reached into the front of my top and pulled out my camera as the large orc raised his cleaver. There wasn’t anything I could do. Even with my frame, it would be a desperate act to run in and try to stop him. I took the camera out and hit the power button. Over the cacophony of stomping and drums, nobody heard the lens motor. I held up the camera, and as the orc began to bring down the cleaver, I took a photo.

And it flashed.

The orcs froze. Just as I did. There was a moment as the camera loaded the image it took. Only for it to light up on the screen in front of me. Which provided just enough light that the big one with the cleaver spotted me.

“MEAT!” He roared, pointing at me, before hacking off the Dorfs head in the next heartbeat.

As if the scent of blood sent them into a frenzy, I saw them turn and race towards me. I squeaked in fright as I pulled myself back and stood. I had only a few moments and tucked the camera back into my outfit as I ran for the blockage.

“MEAT!” came a thunderous roar as they came through whatever portal was on the other side.

I didn’t bother looking back. There wasn’t any time. I just started climbing. In desperation, I was practically throwing rocks behind me as I scrambled. I heard giant footsteps closing in behind me, as more shouting and jeering followed me into the darkness. I stuffed my head into the tunnel and felt a hand wrap around my ankle.

“FUCK!” I yelped.

“Got youz!” A rough voice barked in laugher.

I dug my fingers into the rock. I was halfway in, but I wasn’t staying there. The orc pulled, and I lost my grip, sliding back toward the chamber. Before a hand snagged my wrist. Dernorra was looking fierce as she clung to me. She held my arm as I held the rock. With her here, I had a moment to think, and did the only thing I could. I shifted my grip on the stone and shoved myself backward just a fraction. It was enough the orc made a noise of surprise and his grip loosened for a moment around my ankle. Which I took advantage of, as I kicked off my shoe in a fit of panic.

There was a second yelp, and my leg came free. I looked Dernorra in the eyes. “GO!”

She shuffled back, dragging me along with her. She was a better fit in the tunnel and I scrambled forward. I felt another hand close around my foot, but they missed my ankle and their frustrated yells followed me through the tunnel.

“WE GET YOUZ!” the orc roared. “TIME FOR FEASTING NOW!”

“What in the depths is that thing!” Dernorra snapped as she slipped out of the tunnel before me.

I grunted as I tumbled out behind her. It hurt, but then, I was too relieved to be out of the reach of those things, that I didn’t much care.

“We’re leaving,” I snapped. “Get in the frame.”

“Toby!” Dernorra grabbed me. “What. Happened.”

I swore and shook my head. Then I reached into my top and pulled out the camera. I turned it on and brought up the photo I had taken. With the flash on, it had lit up all their features enough to see the scars on the old orc’s face when I zoomed in.

“GET DIG-DIG!” the creature roared from the other side.

Dernorra looked up at me, then down at the camera, and turned to the tunnel we’d just escaped.

“What happened to…”

“After the big one shouted at me… The cleaver,” I shook my head and turned the camera off.
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“We’re leaving!” I ordered as we charged across the space towards the landor.

My wives and Hanwarra were sitting outside, looking beautiful, but frustrated by my orders.

Hanwarra put her hands on her hips. “We can’t just leave⁠—”

“Enough!” Dernorra snapped. “We are going. Now.”

“What is it?” Foly looked at me.

I hurried up the ramp and got into the support frame. I let it take hold before opening my frame and got out. Dernorra moved into the last available spot and did the same, leaving me staring at the ladies in my squad. But Kiggaelin was there too. Slumped in the nest where she was comfortable.

“Did you leave him?” She asked. “You brought back Jurgen. Did you leave my betrothed?”

Oh… oh no…

“I couldn’t save him⁠—”

“You didn’t bring him?!” Kiggaelin snarled, before whimpering as she clutched her wound.

I pulled out the camera once more and turned it on. I didn’t want to do this, but I walked over and turned it around.

“What?” she frowned. “What device is… Signim… Where was this?”

“The cave opened to a portal,” I guessed. “Not back to my world, but… He was there.”

“No,” Kiggaelin frowned. “What are these things?”

“They look like a myth from my world. We call them orcs, and… There were a lot of them,” I told the ladies as I took the camera and turned it around to show the others. “We need to go⁠—”

“We need to kill them!” Kiggaelin snarled.

“They’re the size of our frames. The one with the cleaver is even larger,” I snapped back. “We are not a war party. We were supposed to retrieve equipment. If it was just one or two, I’d agree, but there were dozens!”

“The tunnels are a chokepoint!” Kiggaelin snapped back.

“For how long?” I asked. “I saw dozens. What if there’s hundreds? Thousands? What if there’s a whole army on the other side? There’s only five of us, and you’re injured.”

“I could fight,” she protested.

“You can’t even stand,” Foly snapped.

Kiggaelin flinched, before slumping back in the bed. “Then leave me.”

I stared at her for a moment. I had a brief thought that this was something to do with losing her betrothed. But… part of me didn’t think that this was directly related. I thought about the political nature of their people. The only conclusion I could think of was that Signim was somebody important, and his death would spell bad news for Kiggaelin, or her clan. Which ultimately, I prioritized lower than her life, even if I didn’t like her attitude.

“Close up the hatch,” I ordered softly. “Get us home.”

Kiggaelin looked up at me. “Wait⁠—”

“Shut up,” I snapped at her. “All you’ve done since you found me in the tunnel was bitch and moan. I know damn well you’d have left me here to die. But I’m not you. So for the first time in your fucking life. Shut. Up. Somebody else is in charge, and it isn’t you.”

“Dernorra,” I turned to the pink-haired Dorf. “Get us out of here. I’m… going to go clean up.”

I didn’t give anyone a chance to respond before I marched into the front compartment. Turning in the small dining room, I strode into the bathing chamber and closed the door.

“Fuck,” I slumped against the wall.

I was crashing. Safe in the landor, the adrenalin was coming down, and I was joining it. I saw the Dorf, Signim. From the one and only time we’d interacted, he was an ass. But that didn’t mean I wanted him dead. And not in such a horrible way. I tried not to think about it, but the memory swirled around in my head.

“FUCK!” I roared and punched the wall.

The door opened, and Foly was standing there. She took one look at me and vanished. All at once, I began to implode. She’d run from me. What kind of bastard was I? I wanted to scream, shout and wreck something with my bare hands. I needed to let it all out and as the door opened once more. I turned to scream at whoever it was. As both Foly and Alfi charged in and threw their arms around me. I squeaked as they tightened their grip, and I fell back against the far wall. But they clung to me. I couldn’t help it.

I started to cry. I was just some random dude. Chased into a cave by a bunch of violent bastards. Thrown into a world that wanted me dead, and the moment when things started to look up, I had a front-row seat to a beheading. I couldn’t get out the words. It was too much. I just clung to the only two good things that had happened since I arrived. They held me back just as firmly, and I sobbed out my fears and worries.

“Get it out,” Alfi sniffed, as she looked up at me.

“You can talk about it later,” Foly smiled.

I nodded, grateful for their understanding, and relaxed against the wall as the landor rumbled into life.

This all went so very wrong.
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Dara Eolande. White Mage prodigy, not that any of the guild would ever admit it.

Scorned by her peers. Praised by the common folk. Respected by the guard. And noticed by the nobility. The meeting with the young Princess Alvar could have gone better. King Alaisdair could have had Dara exiled to the wilderness. Food for the monsters that roamed between the towns.

That is, until Princess Alvar advocated on Dara’s behalf. Backed by the Princess herself, Dara tries to slip quietly into her old life. Healing, living, loving, and laughing.

But there’s something out there. Dara can feel it. It starts with a tickle. A whisper on the edge of her mind. As rumours begin to spread, fact blurs with fiction. Until Dara herself is dragged from her quiet life, and discovers a crime against the gods themselves.

But is Dara prepared to use her subclass, and wield the power of a Soul Mage? Or will the dead overrun the living and destroy them all?

Contains adult elements not suitable for children, involving a futa MC with a taste for attractive women and the occasional stat sheet.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DGDJZXWT
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Dapy was an odd fellow. Not the bad sort. Just the quiet sort. The animals spoke to him far better than people did. Not that Dapy would ever mind. Living the simple farmer’s life was all he looked forward to.

Until it wasn’t.

His parents died quickly. Struck down by the wasting sickness. It was all he could do to run and beg the local baron for medicine. Medicine that came too late.

Reeling from the loss of his parents, on a farm he couldn’t maintain on his own, Dapy knows he has a debt that can never be repaid to a man who would never forgive it. With a last goodbye to the only home he had ever known, our young farmer stepped off the path... And stumbled over an intoxicated wizard on the road.

Through the drunken wizard’s slurred speech, Dapy accepts a job.

As a farmer.

On a farm, with strange magical qualities.

And a history of mysteriously dead farmers.

Only now it’s too late. The farm is too important to risk revealing. Dapy is forever stuck. Him, alongside a very cranky cat.

Surely the pretty kitty had nothing to do with a range of mysterious deaths? SURELY?

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0D41N6LVX
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Welcome to Morpheus, the system apocalypse of the future!

Nobody saw it coming. There weren’t any signs. No grand gestures, signs from god, higher powers, prophets or messengers. One by one, the people of earth packed up their lives and went to bed.

That was the day the world ended. And Morpheus arrived.

Morpheus, the system without an explanation, created a trial by fire. A mirror image of earth, filled with darkness, death and strange new abilities. Without a plan, without warning, without hope, most of humanity died that night. Joel’s housemate and his friends, drunk from the evening's festivities, abandoned him to die. Through a combination of luck, and the help of Jessica, the beautiful, statuesque blonde next door, they pulled through. His housemate, like the rest, was gone forever.

Those that remained were rewarded. Classes, titles, skills and perks.

Now a great cycle has come to the world. Without electricity, the remnants of society have turned on itself. But those who cannot work together will not survive the night. And if the creatures of darkness are allowed to roam freely, they can bridge the dark and join the real world.

When night falls, the game begins and only the strong survive.

Morpheus is a modern day fantasy, with base building elements, stat sheets and a progression system.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0D7ZVR5MF
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I was an average farmer. On an average day. With average friends and an average life. We lived in an average village, on the average edge of the known kingdom, beside an average and quiet wooded landscape. The forests were quiet, the kingdom’s pressures a distant problem. Politics need not apply.

But there was something wrong with today. Not the day itself, but a gut feeling that something just wasn’t quite right. In hindsight, the group of slavers waiting for my friends and I might have had something to do with that feeling.

Slavers, you ask? Well, as hard as it is for me to believe, those slavers weren’t out for common farming folk like me. They were after the descendants of the dryads, long thought destroyed and lost to the pages of history. And nestled amongst the forest, in the middle of an unnatural lake, lies the last member of that grove.

Samsara, the hamadryad at the center of this school, didn’t call for me to find her. She called to my friends. To learn who they are, to grow and to live free of oppression from those who sought to use them.

I wasn’t supposed to be here. Samsara knew not of my existence. And yet, she cannot deny that I have some purpose in this place, learning beside my friends to harness the same power they control.

So I must navigate this new world. Of magic, danger and… strangely attractive women.

And maybe, for the first time in my life. I’ll find where I belong.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0D68RD5JN


BOOK FORMATTING


Book formatting at a reasonable price.

The person who formatted this book and all of the Montgomery Quinn books!

“I make your words look pretty.”

https://www.nmalone.net/bookformatting
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