	Suddenly the room around you turns slow, and gray. Four strong, soft arms wrap around you from behind, and Kirshei’s familiar, electrifying smell washes over you. Your lifemate’s pale green hair cascades across your shoulders, as she leans down against your back, and squeezes her body tight to yours. She doesn’t say anything. She just holds you tightly, until your heart’s pain ebbs away.
	You let out a small, shuddering sigh, and she strokes a hand gently across your head. It’s calming…relaxing, in a deep, primal way that washes all of your worries and mental anguish away. Gently, you reach up and lay your hands atop hers, squeezing her in return. For a time, the rest of the world doesn’t matter. All that matters is the warmth, love, and comfort of your lifemate’s embrace.
	Eventually, however, you calm down enough to notice that she feels slightly different. You blink at that, and turn around to face her, your hands on her wrists - as you come face to face with massive, gigantic, overstuffed pale blue tits! You blink at them, your eyes widening in shock as you realize they seem bigger than before. Her entire body seems slightly more toned, too, complete with a more cinched, tight waist. “Uh…Kirshei? You seem a little bit…more buff?”
	“Ahhh.” She smiles gorgeously, her electric eyes glowing as she steeples a set of her hands in front of her tits. “One of the trolls said I was becoming ‘chubby,’ and I came to understand that my new body needs to ‘work out’. I have been training a little with Bruta since then, my heart. Is it so noticeable?”
	Your brow creases as you stare up at her over her tits. “Uh…yeah. But working out shouldn’t have made these bigger, too.”
	A blush stains her cheeks, and her carefully steepled fingers go slightly awry. “W-well, that is, my body…Ulima said that it is preparing. For the little ones.”
	You stare at her for a full two seconds as what she just said sinks in, and then your cock nearly rips your pants off right then and there. A vein bulges in your forehead, as the corner of your mouth twitches. She’s becoming a milf! “I suppose things would have changed, wouldn’t they? It has been a while since I’ve been back to see you.”
	Kirshei’s blush spreads, and her soft, lovely lips squeeze together. “Then make sure you come and see me again soon, my heart. I will be waiting.”
	Then she’s gone, along with the gray shades that your link with her rendered the world in. You let out a deep sigh, somehow both relieved and riled up by your lifemate’s sudden visit, and then you turn and step back out of the dungeon. Bronwyn and Orlaina are both still waiting outside, and you nod to them, flashing a smile their way. “Thank you both for handling that so well. I deeply appreciate it.”
	“It was not so difficult.” Orlaina says. “Bronwyn’s power made snatching her effortless.”
	“Right, that weird dimensional power…hey,” you turn to Bronwyn, as the dark-sinned hydra’s lips stretch out into a proud little grin. She blinks at you. “Could you go assist Morning Glory? Your powers might make her heist a little bit easier to pull off.”
	“Oh?” Bronwyn smirks, and pumps her hips back, bouncing her thick brown ass behind her and sloshing her tits forwards in two gleaming, jiggling spheres of chocolate. “Asking me for help, hm? I guess I have time. We’ll see if she accepts my help, though; she already ignored me when I offered before.”
	“Thank you. Even if she says no, I appreciate your asking.” You smile, as Bronwyn vanishes in a flurry of shroud-stuff. In her wake, you’re left alone with Orlaina, and the black-tailed witch almost immediately leans over and wraps her huge, fat white tits around one of your arms. She doesn’t say a word - she just grinds herself up against your side and grins, like a lustful snake.
	Sadly, there’s no time to get sidetracked right now. You close your eyes, and focus outwards across the city. The girls are still all busy dismantling parts of the vast corrupt engine that fuels the dark side of Zea’s Throne, but even with them all over the city, you still aren’t watching everyone you could be. At your mental command, you send shadow birds to Tryn, Rose, and the Cardinal.
	Tryn is sitting quietly atop a rooftop, watching the flocks of black birds circle through the city. She looks up sharply when you send one of them down to alight on a stovepipe nearby, and for a moment, she and the bird both stare at one another. Her lips part, her muscular, hyper-sexual frame twitching as she seems to see through the bird’s eyes…and then she nods, slowly, and looks down into the city instead. Can she tell you’re watching? Does she trust you, when you’re using a bird to monitor her?
	The bird you sent to Rose alights on her outstretched hand as she lounges in her hotel room, and she smiles. “I understand very well, my master. I will come to you tonight, and we can discuss things more freely.”
	You blink. You’d been intending to ask Rose to come to see you later, but she’d pulled the idea right out of your head! Your bond with her really is pretty powerful. You nod, letting your attention on Gelethe’s ruler wane, as you focus on the Cardinal instead.
	Phaedra’s watcher bird has settled just outside her window, seeming incapable of entering the cathedral on its own despite the window being empty. The Cardinal herself sits nearby, cross-legged in a circle of strange, rainbow-hued magic you’ve never seen before. The bird’s eyes can’t even pick up most of its aura, somehow…but you didn’t send the bird there to spy on her. Through its beak, you speak to her.
	Phaedra turns her head, listening intently as you explain the present situation in Zea’s Throne to her. Then she bows her head. “If thou deem it needed, my Guardians shall serve thy ends. Were I not caught twixt preparations for thy next visit, all four who dwell within mine own fail flesh would rush to this task. I regret that they cannot.”
	“You don’t need to worry. Things are progressing pretty quickly already.” You tell her, projecting your voice through the bird. Four? Does that mean she has four spirits inside of her, when each of the Guardians only have one? “And the Guardians will be a huge help all on their own. Thank you, Phaedra. I’ll do my best to think through how to use them.”
	She inclines her head, and you draw your consciousness back from the bird, allowing it to ruffle its feathers and settle in to watch over the pale, slender woman. In place of your attention on Phaedra, you turn to the shadowbound as a whole. I need to understand what this ‘Arbiter of Shadow’ really is. How does someone become an arbiter?
	You feel some unsettling stirring among the shadowbound, as more than a few of them exchange glances. Then Pasithea answers you with a small huff. As near as we can determine, you need to bind someone who has quite a weak sense of self and who will allow the shroud to completely overwhelm them. Once they become the arbiter, they will serve as a locus for us - a communal consciousness for all shadowbound to interact through, both on a mental and physical level. The Arbiter will become a confluence of our beliefs, feelings, wants, and qualities.
	Willingness is also a requirement, Sothy points out. Though it’s a requirement we are imposing, rather than one inherent to the shroud. We will not accept an unwilling arbiter.
	Fallariel tsks in the back of your mind. We agreed not to mention that to him, you know. We all agreed it didn’t even need to be said.
	You all have that much faith in me? You raise an eyebrow, and then snort. Considering how desperately you’re trying to save a city that’s mostly rotten…yeah, it makes sense they’d feel that way. You sigh, and shake your head. I guess I better not disappoint all of you, then. I’ll do my best to find someone who can become the Arbiter of Shadow peacefully. 
	You dim your connection to them, then, as a brief cacophony of thanks and goodwill flushes into you through your bond. You’re really going to have work on that arbiter thing, but…is there actually someone with that little sense of self? Who’d just willingly let themselves be hollowed out, and filled up with the hopes and dreams of someone else?
Regardless, you have one more bird to send out, and another noble family to court. Another of your dark flock descends to alight beside its fellow, as both of them watch over Tristan the Vermillion. He’s finished listening in, now, and has moved to a small park where he’s sat down on a bench with his elbows on his knees. The boughs of a vast old maple tree shelter him from a fresh batch of falling snow.
He blinks and looks up as your second bird descends to land beside the first, his eyebrows slowly knitting together. He stares intently back at the birds, unblinking until he’s forced to blink in shock, when you erupt in a mass of shadow from between the birds! The shroud wraps around you, hanging from your shoulders and hiding most of your face, as you loom before the purple-clad noble.
“I apologize for my abrupt arrival.” You quickly introduce yourself, as Tristan stares at you. “There’s not much time. I need to talk to you about Zea’s Throne.”
He laughs, and claps his hands down on his knees. “Well, go on, then! I’m always happy to discuss my hometown with strangers.”
Something in his tone makes you pause. He sounds open and friendly, but there’s a hint of something more guarded, beneath the surface. Instinctively, you switch to a less direct approach. “Are you aware of any of the strange things happening in town, right now?”
Tristan’s eyes slide shut, and the tall, long-haired man leans back on his park bench. “Well, that depends. Are you talking about the sudden disappearance of the entire black market, the flocks of weird black birds spying on people all around town, or the fact that Arcturan the Fallen has been openly talking to nobles?”
He opens a bright green eye and fixes it on you, a small smirk on his lips. He’s much more perceptive than you’d realized! More perceptive, and probably better informed, too. You need to think carefully about how to talk to him.
	

What will you do? Yell? Scream? Die in Pain?
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