Last to sleep and first to rise; the earliest rays of this world's sun brought Coryn fully awake. She felt Allie still clutching her through her robe, and leaned down to give the warrior a quick kiss on the top of the head. The brief additional contact roused her awake, and she raised her head to first look at the dawn for a long silent minute, and then at Coryn. Allie's eyes held an almost worshipful look, as she said, “Yesterday, I was so sure I wasn't going to see another sunrise with these eyes. I was so sure I didn't want to.” She squeezed the sorceress gently. “You saved my life. I'm still not sure what that's worth, but whatever it's worth- it's yours. Thank you.” 

Smiling magnanimously, Allie worked her own hands free from Allie's bare back and summoned a pair of apples. “No need to thank me, Allie. Like I said, you're welcome to stay with my lover and me, and if you really want to help us out- we can talk about that later. Here, have a light breakfast before we head back.” 

Allie took the apple, shrugged, then popped the entire fruit in her mouth and swallowed. “Well, I'm not familiar with it, doesn't have much taste but it's not bad...”

Coryn reached out and grabbed a branch to steady the hammock, swaying from her laughter. “It's called an apple. It's the only food from my home I've been able to summon here... you're eating it wrong.” Lifting her own apple to her mouth, she took a big bite out of it, letting the juice run down her chin, before she chewed her piece and swallowed. “Should have remembered no Isharan would think to bite it... all the flavor's on the inside. Here.” Summoning another apple, she handed it to Allie, who studied it dubiously before mimicking Coryn's action. 

With proper instruction on how to eat the alien fruit, Allie made short work of it- not having to chew, and being able to swallow the core whole made it easier. “Oh... now it's much better. Thanks.” 

“It's nothing, I could summon hundreds if you like.” Coryn dismissed her spell with a small wave of a hand, before staring at Allie for a few more quiet seconds with her legs still firmly wrapped around Allie's body. She was mostly on the fishhook. Isharans seemed to set great emotional store by intimacy, so the next step for her was plain. Judging by Allie's serene expression, she wouldn't need much persuading. With her free hand, she reached behind Allie to pull her a few inches closer so both could feel the bodily heat from the other. “I'm so lucky...” Coryn murmured. “I get sent to a plane where almost every woman is at the very least pretty, and of the two most beautiful I've seen yet one's my lover and the other one is half naked in my hammock.” 

Allie flushed in embarrassment. “No- I'm not that pretty, if I were, I-”

“-ohhh... they all saw the armor, didn't they? In your town.” Coryn didn't let the ex-guard continue her self deprecation, cutting in with an educated guess. “None of them saw you as a beautiful woman, did they? They just saw the steel, and the duty, and all the hard edges. Not the softness inside.” Holding Allie just a few notches still tighter, Coryn lowered her face and began kissing her way up the side of the warrior's neck, squeezing a little tighter with her legs, preparing to take her robe off, and-

“-No!” Allie's anguished cry stopped her dead in her tracks, and Coryn pulled away in surprise to see Allie's eyes lit up with desire and anguish. When the Isharan spoke, she was audibly just keeping her voice under control. “It wouldn't be right. You, you have a lover already, and I'd just be... no. I'd love to, I'd love to gods, but, no.”

Coryn sighed inwardly, keeping the same polite smile on her face. So life would be a little more difficult. Tracing a light, intricate pattern around the small of Allie's back with her fingertips, she murmured “I can't imagine she'd have any problem with it. We love each other, but our hearts aren't so small that only one can live there, Allilana.”

Allie's breathing became ragged, the blush spreading further from her cheeks as her body warmed in response to the contact and desire. “I still- I want to talk to her first! I can't- it'd be wrong...”

Finally, taking pity on the other woman's torment, Coryn stopped. “Beautiful, capable, and moral?” She simulated a wistful sigh, then continued, “Magnificent woman. Well. I planned taking you home first thing today, it's only an hour or so walk from here. This is an excellent reason to hurry.” 

In a strangled voice, Allie replied, “Oh gods. Yes. Hurry.”

With that incentive, the two descended from their perch and Allie re-donned her splendid armor in record time. If the two were jogging more than walking most of the way back to the naga's den, neither was rude enough to point it out to the other. After an uninterrupted walk back through the hunted-out woods, Allie and Coryn arrived at the modest house. Coryn went up to knock on the door- when it opened, Tish's face broke into a broad grin and she snatched the sorceress up in a painful tight bearhug. “Coryn! You made it! I know you warned me, but I still worried, and my bed was so lonely with... out...”


The hug increased a few painful extra levels of tightness as Tish trailed off. Craning her head around, Coryn saw that Allie had her sword half out of its scabbard and was glaring at Tish with shock and hatred. Without much breath, Coryn managed to ask, “Would... you please let... me down?” Obligingly, the naga freed her arms for a fight, backing a few inches into her home as Coryn thought quickly. She'd made an error- of course the captain of the guard would have a history with the monster that had boasted of feeding on the Ironbellies of that town. She'd erred, not seen the next step- all she could do now was bull straight ahead. 

“Allie? Excuse us for a minute, and don't you dare go anywhere. Tish, a word in private?” Half shoving the naga's familiar bulk all the way through the door, Coryn shut it carefully behind her.

“Why the fuck is that woman with you, Coryn?” Tish demanded in a low, hissing voice. “And alone? Tell me you've come to feed her to me, oh I've been looking forward to that since I was three days old and she led the first hunting party I fought...”

“Tish! Think for a second!” Coryn rapped out, glancing back at the door and hoping it would muffle her voice. “They threw her out of town because she got hungry enough, slipped, and ate one of the villagers! She tried to force feed herself to me before I talked her out of her depression!”

“She... tried to feed herself to you.” Tish stared, and then began stifling laughter. “Oh. And when you couldn't, she... oh. Poor fatty.”

Letting the pet name pass, Coryn kept charging forward. “Yes. Do you realize how valuable she could be to us? She knows everything about that town we could ever need to know, information from the inside, and she's a good enough fighter to beat me one on one, Tish. I've almost got her hooked; you should see the look she gave me this morning when we woke up. We need her. Which means I need the two of you to make up and be civil. Okay?”

There was a long, dangerous silence before the naga nodded with muscles bunching behind her cheeks where she clenched her teeth. “I'll try. If you think she could help us that much.”

“I do.” Now Coryn let herself smile, and she gave the naga a hug and kiss to remind Tish of her affection. “Love you.” Turning her back, she took a deep breath and opened the door, exiting to stand in front of Allie and shutting it behind her.

The warrior's voice also seethed with rage. “That monster is your lover? Do you have any idea how many of my girls have melted away in that bitch's tail? Is this some sick joke?”

“Yes, yes, and no, Allie.” Coryn sighed. “Would you like me to apologize for falling in love? She was the first person I met who didn't immediately try to devour me, we got to talking, and... well, we're both sorcerers, we both think in the same ways most of the time, we liked each other in bed...” She shrugged. “I love her, Allie. Please, don't leave. She only ate those girls because- well, she's a monster. She eats girls. It's kind of what she does. And you fought her because you were a guard, and that's what you did.” Coryn took another step forward towards Allie and said with a pleading tone, “But you don't have to be a guard anymore, Allie. They threw you out.” She neglected to remind the warrior that she had, in fact, thrown herself out- wagering that the emotion of the moment would drown that detail out.


“They didn't want you to protect them anymore. They don't trust you. They never loved you. I do and I can, Allie.” Taking the Ironbelly's hand which wasn't wrapped around her sword's hilt, Coryn picked it up and kissed it lightly. “For me, Allie? You can make a new life here with the two of us. With me, and with Tish- she's not so bad once you get to know her.” Even if, she silently added, you get to know her from the inside out like I did. 

Emotions warred on Allie's face, grief chasing anger chasing hope until she whispered, “So many of my people... but I'm not their protector anymore, am I? Okay. But... for your sake, Coryn. Not for her.” Allie sheathed her sword and straightened, wiping at her face with a few angry passes of her hand. Breathing a sigh of relief, Coryn reopened the door and led Allie inside. Tish no longer seemed about to jump out of her scales to throttle the Ironbelly, though Allie still shook with nervousness. Coryn had lots of work to do- and as always, the best way to get through was to go straight ahead.

Coryn straightened and put a snap of command in her voice. “Right. You two are going to become friends if it's over my dead body. And we're going to get this started before sundown.” Pointing at Allie, she continued, “You. Take the armor off.” With a second's hesitation, Allie began unsnapping the breastplate. Coryn shifted the beam of her attention to Tish, who actually slithered back a few inches under her stare. “You. Robe off. Now.” Realization dawning on her face, and just as quickly being shut out, the naga stripped to her bra as Allie finished taking her armor off. 

“Right. The two of you, go through that door into the bedroom. I'm going to go do some research for... a while. I don't care if you fight, I don't care if you fuck, I don't care if you tattoo angel wings on each other's tits, but you're not leaving that room until I come in and am satisfied I can leave the two of you alone and come back to two bodies instead of one with a big bulge in the middle. AM I UNDERSTOOD?” Meekly, both nodded, and under her stare walked and slid into the bedroom. Coryn shut the door, and with a smirk on her face put a quick magical lock on the door. When the door didn't turn into a giant fish or some similar mishap, she tried the door and found it securely sealed. That step done, she walked into the next room with Tish's magical library to take out her diary and begin writing. 

---

Diary, Day 13.

I have met another intriguing native Isharan- the former captain of the guard of the nearby town inhabited by the “Ironbelly” clan or tribe. She yielded to her own instincts and devoured one of her charges, and was grief-stricken and attempted to commit suicide. I believe I have persuaded her not to. She could be of great use to my plans, here at the outset and later. I need someone to lead the armies I intend to recruit. I am no general and I doubt dear Tish is either- Allilana, the new native, is close enough for my purposes. Annoyingly, Tish and Allie have a history of violence. I have locked both in a room with instructions not to come out without at least tentatively making up with each other. Tish is practical enough to see Allie's use, and Allie seems sufficiently enamored with me to do whatever I ask of her. Which could be useful, as well as... enjoyable.

But enough of that. I have dallied in pleasure here for too long. With Allie on my side, as I expect her to be, I can finally begin to put my plans in action.

--- 

Coryn cocked her head. There had been a cold silence from inside the bedroom, but now she heard the door being unsuccessfully tried from the inside, and smiled. A few seconds later, loud and indistinct screaming erupted behind the door. The sorceress kept her ears pricked while continuing to write.

---

The key is thinking in the long term, and the reproduction of Isharans. Consider- by sheer weight of numbers, at least half of the new citizens of that Ironbelly town must form in eggs outside the town proper. Now consider a tactic where small bands of well trained soldiers are sent on interdiction duty, instructed to capture all newborns near the town. Instinctively, I believe, the new Ironbellies will seek out the town; we must interfere. In the process, we fight small Ironbelly hunting parties and pick off villagers one by one. The key is attrition and that must be my watchword for this. It will take weeks- my only worry is keeping my Isharan allies occupied and happy in this time. But day by day, week by week I will choke the life out of that village just as surely as if they were in the coils of my Tish grown to a giant's size, the entire town being squeezed relentlessly. And once I have the town, and a stable base to build on- there are no more limits.

---

More screams from inside the bedroom, and the sound of things breaking and large bodies hitting the floor. Very good. They had proceeded to what sounded like a nasty brawl. Undoubtedly one had baited the other with a recollection of their shared history, and a fight triggered. Smiling, Coryn began whistling a jaunty tune under her breath as she continued.

---

Furthermore- by controlling how much sex and other activities occur from which races in an area under my control, I have an extent of control over which races predominate in the next generation. If, say, I require more karis, I can place what karis I do have in an isolated area with stern instructions to fuck their brains out with each other. When they need food, I can rotate them out to eat in a more congested area- for eating, like sex, spreads the 'spores' that become Isharans. The end result, with a week's investment? A crop of eggs that will yield mostly karis. The principle can be repeated with variations, to deemphasize a troublesome clan of girls, or to precisely arrange where captives are eaten to minimize their impact on the genetic pool of my armies. The possibilities for an ordered mind geared to take the long view are breathtaking.

---

Coryn's writing was interrupted by a crashing sound as the wall behind her bowed outwards from the impact of someone hitting it at high speed, with the dent pushing a good foot out from the wall. With one body in contact with that solid surface, the meaty sounds of fists hitting flesh echoed distressingly through the library as did the bestial shrieks of rage and pain. Possibly, Coryn mused, she would have to conjure up a new bed. At least she could make it larger, to accommodate Allie as well as Tish and herself. 

---

The trouble will, in the long and the short term, managing to maintain loyalty and coherence to my empire. Isharan psychology is such that the only sure motivator is pleasure, instead of pain. I must keep their loyalty to myself, personally, without the ability to rely on a religion. I have been thinking about this- the best solution, it appears to me, is to apply on a grand scale what I have done with Allie. Namely, if I set myself up as some remote, august personage to the majority of my troops, my praise will have extreme effect. Isharans still have pride! And where they have pride, I can play it to spur them to greater effort. Consider a company of archers; when hatched, they take an oath to me, personally. They are trained, as they will in the future train in turn, in both their duties and a bond of duty to me. Consider that lifelong devotion is a matter of a week's time for a common soldier, here! One who performs heroically, then, after being raised their entire life to revere me is called in for a private audience with me, where I bestow my favor and praise- will that soldier not inspire others to still higher effort, and be acclaimed by their peers? 

I believe so.

---

The loud tinkling crash heralded a shattering of the large mirror. If jagged glass could leave lasting cuts, Coryn would be more worried. Instead, she just cocked her head to reassure herself that she was still hearing blows exchanged and not the glomping wet sounds of ingestion. As she listened, the staccato crashing from the other room subsided to a more... rhythmic, familiar thudding sound. Drawing a corner of her robe to her mouth, Coryn began laughing into the muffling cloth to stop the others from hearing and ceasing their activities. Give them, oh... another half hour or so.


---

Further, I must ensure that my soldiers and villagers have fun. Life and war must equally be play as work, albeit a game where they are bred and indoctrinated to enjoy themselves and push themselves to excel more than their peers. I must be free with praise and stint on criticism; punishment will have no real middle gears between 'public shame' and 'death by digestion', their next body to become just another private in the army. And always, they must feel my presence around them as a daily thing, even when my empire spans the globe. I must be their best friend, even without ever meeting me- the object of their desire, even if they never touch me- the one they fight and love and die in the name of, and they must do all three of those with joy. It will be a difficult task to engineer the society I see in my mind's eye. But it will work. I must simply take small, sure steps, and build over time. Tish and Allie don't realize yet that they have signed on for a long term project, one that will see them live far longer than they dreamed possible. I will not allow them to die, and I will continue to feed them heavily to ensure their power. I will use them as my strong right and left arm, and welcome them into my inner circle and my heart so that the bond between the three of us is absolutely unbreakable. Such bonds may form the backbone of my chain of command. A stranger army is difficult to imagine- half carnival, half battle- but in Ishara, it will work.

---

Finishing her diary entry, Coryn tucked the diary into her robe. Her heart was content at last- the thumping was continuing from the other room unabated, an impressive endurance, but more importantly she had down on paper her plans. For the first time, she could see a definite line from where she was to where she wanted to be, with steps along the path, allies, and enemies duly calculated. Instead of entering the bedroom and surprising the other two, she walked right by the locked door into the woods to go hunting by herself. With her magic, she fashioned a pair of lassos of sorts, and began patrolling around the house- her headquarters, she corrected herself- looking for trouble. Soon enough, the hyperpredatory rules of nature ensured that a pair of locals would assault her- one giant snake and one frog-girl, both near the boundaries of the marsh to the north. Both were quickly trussed up with metal chains and manacles, and gagged for good measure. Dragging the two back home took most of the rest of the day.

She carefully placed both side by side on the table for breakfast, eating one of the omnipresent apples for her own dinner. Only then, with night beginning to fall, did she unlock the bedroom door. As she expected, every piece of furniture in the room had been bludgeoned into matchsticks; the room looked as though it had been used for an apprentice's first attempts at explosive fireballs for several days. Also as she expected, Tish and Allie were buck naked, the naga's coils around Allie's lower body with the warrior's head resting on Tish's chest, and both laid on the larger half of the torn apart bedding on the ground and by all appearances sleeping soundly.

Coryn smiled to herself. She'd been correct. Few things in this plane or any other were as energetic, draining, and satisfying as 'hate sex'- and in Ishara, with its topsy turvy stimulus-and-response system, any couple persuaded to have sufficiently vigorous sex would quickly find themselves emotionally bonding with each other and utterly unable to maintain their hate. Her guess there seemed to be correct. Hanging her gray robe on the shattered remains of the side table, Coryn conjured an undamaged blanket and placed it over the couple taking care not to wake them. Thinking for a few seconds, she then attempted another spell, to make sure the two new friends would sleep through the night so they wouldn't try to get up at midnight and wake Coryn herself.

After those preparations were completed, Coryn wormed her way under the covers, positioning herself so that both of 'her' girls were about equally embraced and using the two as a misshapen bed of skin and scales and hair. Enjoying the feeling of so much bare flesh against hers and the sensation of riding up and down on their breaths, she happily reflected that her plans were proceeding apace. Forge the three of them into an unbreakable trio, and use that as the nucleus of a band of brigands- use that to sieze the Ironbelly town, and to be the nucleus of an army- use that to seize the world. And from there she would have the power to dominate whichever plane she chose. Coryn shut her eyes, and slept soundly in the company of her dreams and lovers.

Despite Coryn's spell, she was the last one awake when the morning light in her eyes finally drew them open. The room looked even more like a war zone by daylight; splinters and debris strewn everywhere. Shaking her head with a smile, she drew up to her feet and stretched languidly, summoning an apple to munch on as she left the bedroom. In the main room, Tish and Allie were sitting on opposite sides of the table, both with full bulging stomachs and with empty restraints carefully arranged on the table. “Good morning, ladies.” Coryn smiled. “I see you started breakfast without me. How did last night go?”

The naga and the Ironbelly guard traded a veiled look, before Tish allowed, “Productive.”

“We probably won't eat each other.” Allie chimed in.

“What, that snake didn't tempt you to feel what some other scales would feel like going down your throat?” Tish chuckled.

Allie smirked as she delivered the reply, “Oh, I've eaten plenty of nagas, Tish. I know exactly what you'd feel like in my throat.”

“Yeah, well, same from me with regard to Ironbellies.” Needled, Tish had replied with her own verbal dart; by the flush of Allie's cheeks, Coryn saw that it had sunk home. Hoping to forestall another argument to save the 'dining room's' furniture, she jumped in. “Okay, enough of that. If you two want to work that out, it can wait for tonight- and I'll referee in person this time.” Coryn winked at the air between the two other women so that both could see. Allie's flush remained, though creeping a bit upwards as her ears lit red; Tish's blush was all new, even if it showed over a toothy grin.


“We have a busy day today. I want to go hunting with the both of you, and I've got targets in mind.” Coryn began pacing back and forth in front of her small audience, nervous energy starting to build up. How would the two natives view her long-view approach to the start of their war? Would they want anything to do with a plan that would take longer than the lives of anyone they'd ever known? Only one way to find out.

“There's more than one way to conduct a siege. I've heard Ironbellies have the best defenses and siegecraft in Ishara-” Allie nodded, without any evident reticence. “And on top of that, we don't have enough people here to do a proper siege. So we'll put a looser siege on them. Hit their foraging parties, just the three of us, whenever we find them- but more importantly, we sweep areas for eggs, and recruit or eat the newborns. After a while, we'll have enough of our own soldiers and they'll be weakened enough for us to actually strike the town.”

Polite confusion showed on both faces. So. She'd have to break out the math. “Okay. The town has, what, 100 people?” She waited for the nod before continuing. “Say normally that they maintain more or less a balance, as many people get born in the town, or outside and quickly find their way in. Say, 2 inside the walls, 4 outside.” Allie shrugged, and waggled her hand back and forth- almost right. Close enough to continue. “So; they lose 6 girls a day to just everyday attrition, and get 6 back.”

“Now. Say we step up our hunting. Say we manage to intercept half the eggs that are laid outside the town walls, and say we eat just one more girl a day than they normally would. That's a net loss of 3 a day. After two weeks, they're almost at half strength and we've got about 25 soldiers. If we keep it up another week, we both have almost 40. We can choke the life out of them until we get enough parity in numbers to do a real assault.”

Allie was shaking her head- in disbelief, it turned out. “You're planning in terms of weeks... Our recruits won't live that long!”

Coryn shrugged. “So we wait a month. That's not too much time, to me. And I don't intend to let any  passersby eat you, so I expect both of you to still be with me after a month. The strategy is sound- a loose siege that drains Ironbelly population until we're ready to strike.”

As Coryn finished, silence fell over the house and stretched awkwardly; finally, Tish began laughing. “Good lord, is this how your people do warfare? No wonder you live so long, your wars must take years!”

Coryn barely cracked a smile. “When I had my accident, my kingdom was finishing up a war that had lasted for twelve years.”

Tish continued chuckling for a few seconds until she remembered that the sorceress probably wasn't joking- then her brown skin paled, and she shook her head. “Shit. Well, if nothing else, it'll take them by surprise. They might not even realize it's a coordinated attack before we make our real strike- this is alien, Coryn.”

“I agree.” Allie interjected. “I mean- I'm with you to the end, Coryn. Don't get me wrong. But this seems... why? Why do we have to do this?”

“Because the presence of so large a town nearby is a threat. Because I mean to rule this world- don't worry, Allie, I intend to be a good ruler. There's so much chaos here, so much disorder. I could... bring in some of the good things about my own plane, while keeping all the wonderful facets of Isharan life.” She walked over Allie's side and put an arm on bared shoulder, squeezing a little. “And because I want to be able to go home, someday, or better yet to go back and forth whenever I please. For that, I need the help of better mages, and I need their power. The journey of a thousand miles starts with a single step.” With a flourish, she pointed out the door. “Our first step is out there. I want to make a circuit around the town, just outside arrow range from the walls. Any small parties, we overwhelm and you two can eat. We find any mature monsters, you two can eat. Any newborns, if they're willing to join us we take them home, if not- you get the picture. And we keep doing that, day after day. You're with me?”

Allie's nod was automatic- Tish's a few seconds later. “But... only because it's you, love.” The naga's words were a little guarded, a little worried, and Coryn filed that away for further study. She'd seemed so willing to grab her chance for power days ago... had anything changed? Of course not. Just perfectly natural qualms from being asked to fight from such an alien mindset. Coryn was no general, but she had readily absorbed one lesson- amateurs learned tactics, professionals learned logistics. On Ishara, with its reincarnation, the 'supply chain' had an extra and glaringly vulnerable link that she would hammer until it broke. As they turned to the door, though, Coryn missed the naga rolling her eyes.

The patrol began quietly. Coryn had a good idea of the local geography by now, and the natives of course had still better knowledge. They went on a path leading just off to the west side of the Ironbelly town- somehow she'd never bothered learning its name. From their house to the treeline, they only encountered a pair of frogs terminally stupid enough to charge the trio; it was mere seconds before both Tish and Allie had lunch. Mentally Coryn flagged the area for the next day's patrol; ideally, they'd find some eggs and see if anyone came up that she could use as a recruit. The rest of the run into the treeline was quiet, evidence of just how thoroughly Tish had hunted the area clean with her help; it might take weeks before natural factors replenished the population. 

As they reached the treeline a few hundred yards from the town wall, Coryn slowed their pace so she could get a good look at her target. Letting Allie tersely describe the town inside, she looked at the walls. Wood palisades, with thick gates; at least two of those she'd seen so far, maybe one or two she hadn't. The walls looked thick and well built, so normal siege equipment on a scale she could produce in the woods wouldn't be enough- she'd have to resort to magic to batter them down. None of the buildings inside were tall enough to poke over the walls clearly from this far out, to let her match up what Allie had told her of the town with her own eyes. She might have to see if she could learn to fly here for an aerial view. 

“Okay. Let's start walking. Fan out, a few yards on either side, and keep your eyes open.” Coryn instructed the others, taking the center position for herself. The second segment of their patrol bore no fruit other than the apple Coryn ate halfway around, or the one she summoned for Allie to snack on not long after- the naga, though, remained unwilling to try the alien fruit despite good-natured joking. The patrol continued uneventfully for another half hour as the group worked their way across another quarter of the perimeter of the treeline- it appeared the Ironbellies had clear-cut trees to build their walls in a circle. Coryn approved- it prevented infiltration, and added a layer of security to their town and irritation to her life. They certainly knew defense, even if they knew it from instinct instead of experience.

Coryn began thinking about dinner- not much of a decision for her, though she'd kill for a good salad- and the sleeping arrangments for the night with their destroyed bedroom when a knife flashed past her face and buried itself three inches into a nearby tree. Instantly, all three turned towards the threat, ready for another assault. Three armored soldiers, the style of their armor close to Allie's if not so heavily laden with rococo ornamentation, stood with swords out. The one in the middle, a tall blonde with flat, angry blue eyes and a sneer was a step ahead of the other two. Coryn gave her a smile. “Well, hello. You appear to have lost your knife- would you like it back? Terrible, how they can fly out of your hands like that...”

The blonde spat on the ground, and Coryn's face froze in a mask of a smile. “I see. So, you'd be from the Ironbelly town, wouldn't you? Would either of you three happen to be my dear friend Allilana's replacement as captain of the guard? I would quite like to talk to you, if so.” She kept the outward edge of her voice charming, even as she could sense Tish readying spells and Allie's hand gripping the hilt of her sword. “Oh, I didn't mean to be rude- my name is Coryn, though you may call me the Gray Lady. Or...” and now her smile mirrored some of the sneering sharpness as she was being given by the Ironbelly soldiers, “...your majesty.”

Another hawking spit from the blonde seemed for a second to be the only reply, before she said in a flat harsh voice, “We have no names to filthy monsters and their slut friends. Especially The Bitch.” 

Coryn could now hear a low growling in Allie's throat, a deep and angry sound. That answered one question as to whether the woman would fight her old friends- hells, these soldiers probably knew her personally. Whether she'd go farther... Coryn decided to up the ante.

“Well, I'm sure your omission of my royal title was simply forgetfulness, for which-” The leer in her eyes sharpened, “-I graciously forgive you. However, I must ask you to apologize to my beloved new friend Allilana for calling her a slut. Why, she hasn't even fucked me yet!” A light chuckle. “Can you imagine? Now, since my lover Tishirrim here has proven that you Ironbellies can be quite compatible with nagas, I suggest we all take this little chat somewhere a bit more private and, hm, romantic?” And now Coryn's smile showed teeth as her barbs hit home.

Since they were unwilling to give names, Coryn eyed her three opponents. Conveniently, they all had different hair colors- a blonde, a redhead, and a brunette. The redhead and the brunette were flushed with anger now, both a little shorter and a little more fragile looking than the blonde- who had, at Coryn's prodding, gone not red but pale with rage. She turned her head to face Allie, and spat the words, “You betrayed your sisters and your town to suckle on The Bitch's tits?” Privately, Coryn thought this was a fairly good reason to condemn Allie, but held her tongue.


“I was thrown out, Mel, you...” Allie choked on the words, and a quick turn of Coryn's own head showed her the warrior was about to charge on her own. That would quite ruin her plan- she wanted the Ironbellies to charge first. Tish would hold until the word was given, she knew. The naga wasn't even responding to the jibes and jabs, simply wrapping the mana further around herself in preparation. Splitting apart by having Allie charge solo would be bad. And so Coryn took a deep breath, preparing to taunt the Ironbellies even further, when-

“Girls, girls, girls!” A new voice broken in from... above? Soon, a form barreled through the tree canopy, landing with a hard thump that shook the ground a little. “All this fighting! And here I thought this forest would be boring.” 

Coryn's pretty speech died in her throat, but her mouth still hung open as she gaped at the newcomer. She had... wings? And lots of scales. Dragonling? The sorceress tried to remember the old term for the offspring of a dragon and a human. Drake? Something like that. The Isharan had a dragon's wings, but shorter- brilliant emerald green in the sunlight coming through the trees. Most of her body was covered in those emerald scales, with patches of darker green spots freckling her hide- that hide mostly visible, as the newcomer was wearing nothing but what Coryn could only categorize as a white bikini. Noticing her stare, the drake looked Coryn up and down with blue human eyes, smirking and showing fangs. “Like what you all see, lady?” She struck a saucy pose, hips flared outwards.

Coryn straightened, manners returning in a flash. Giving the drake a small bow, “Admiring the pleasant view. My name is Coryn, and my companions are Tishirrim and Allilana. And you, madam...?”

The drake's head and upper chest were one of the few areas covered by tanned skin instead of scales, and she didn't blush at all as she wiggled her long tail from side to side. “Aren't you just the cutest? Sakkateth. Not Kat- Call me Kat, you'll get your second chance to do it from in here.” Sakkateth patted her flat serpentine belly with a clawed hand. “So, I couldn't help but notice from the air you six were about to have a fight, and I thought to myself- 'Sakkateth, why not go down there and offer your services as an impartial referee?' And I was kind of hungry, so- here I am.” Her voice was loud, deep and brassy- it would be grating, but there was always just the hint of a pleasant laugh underneath it. An interesting way of speaking. 

Coryn frowned. “You want to be a referee, but you're hungry... oh. You intend to eat the loser.” She said it flatly, without judgment, but Sakkateth beamed. “Perfect on the first try! Cute and smart. I like that. Yes. I propose both of your groups, you and Snarly over there-” she hiked a clawed thumb over her shoulder at the dumbstruck Ironbellies, “-fight me, and the losers- or whoever takes longer to lose, being realistic- I eat. Sounds fair to everyone?”

Coryn waited for the punchline, and when she simply saw the drake just looking back and forth between the two groups, she realized there wasn't one. The woman was serious. At that, the sorceress began laughing helplessly at the absurdity of the whole situation. Sakkateth patiently waited, and when Coryn calmed down she managed to get out, “We accept.” while ignoring the looks of surprise from Allie and Tish. Pitching her voice louder, “And so will they- unless Ironbellies are afraid to go where I lead?”

That did it. Blonde- Mel, apparently- took a half step forward, and spat a third time as she ground out, “We accept.”

“Oh, wonderful!” Sakkateth clapped her hands together, licking her lips with a forked tongue. “It's been ages since I had three at once in my belly, and flying does take a lot out of you... Coryn, you said? You three can go first. One at a time, or all at once if you'd prefer, doesn't make any difference to me.” 

Inclining her head, “One at a time. Allilana will fight you first, and if necessary Tishirrim, and if necessary myself last.” Now that she looked, the drake was extremely thickly built- when she moved, or even shifted, Coryn could see huge strong muscles rippling just under that green-scaled hide. And those claws looked sharp as hell, as did those fangs; but of course, if an Isharan had their mouth on you, puncture wounds were the last thing to worry about. The drake began stretching, and Coryn doubted that the lascivious poses she ended up in were by accident. In response, Coryn blew the drake a kiss and laughed again at the surreality of the encounter, Sakkateth returning the kiss and also laughed for her own inscrutable reasons. 

