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            Prologue: To Hold the Flame

          

        

      

    

    
      The placid surface of the portal in Tanrial rippled with an influx of energy. White light shone from the endless depths it sealed away, and its ancient frame shuddered with effort. A hissing filled the air, like a pit of vipers calling out their displeasure, and the few Silver Guards who stood watch stepped back, pain leeching through their mental control.

      Then it buckled, and the silver mirror of the surface spat out another champion of Antinium.

      A woman with skin the gray of wet ash stepped forward, her yellow eyes flickering about her to take in this strange new place. She registered the guards at once and drew her bow, a soul weapon bound to her and named after the sister she left behind. Vinda hummed with potential, an arrow made of hardened ether forming on her string.

      The woman alternated her aim between the three guards as they slowly approached her. Their plate armor made her attack less likely to succeed, so she examined them for a chink in their defense.

      No eye slits presented themselves. Masks of smooth steel reflected her own fear indifferently.

      “Come with us. The Lord of Tanrial wishes to speak with you at once,” the nearest guard said, his voice flat and emotionless.

      Gemma, my name is Gemma, she told herself, lowering her bow and sighing in resignation. And I will not die the first minute I am reborn.

      Her response was as hard and unyielding as an Artelan Crystal. “I will come. Lead, and I will follow.”

      Seeming to take her word for submission, two of the guards swiveled and began to march away, deeper into the shimmering city beyond. The third waited for her to follow. When she did, they fell into step behind her, matching the pace and rhythm of the first two perfectly.

      Are all the people in this place so sexless and strange? Gemma pondered. And what does this Lord have in mind for me?

      Gemma was not bothered by her canvas clothing, though she did think it odd to adorn her body with fabric. She also did not notice her lack of shoes. She was Neemashi, bred and blooded. No true clansman would shackle their feet in such a manner. So it was in relative comfort, if not with a sense of growing anxiety at her captors’ intent, that Gemma made her way through Tanrial.

      When she saw the golden lion for the first time, her face winced with disgust. Her people had long heard of the Harten, the scaled lions that lived in vaulted towers so differently from her own tribe. They shared the same world but did not live in accordance with one another. They had taken to the ancient ways, machines of steel and fire to drive their vast cities. Her people had sworn sacred oaths to live out their lives on the ruined plains. Better to take your chance at being devoured by one of the fell beasts that haunted the place than to commit crimes against the gods.

      “Welcome to Tanrial,” the man said, eyeing her skin casually. He was dressed in resplendent armor, the sun shining off every aspect of his person. Seated on a throne of pure gold, Gemma was forced to squint her eyes to behold him. This must have been his intent, she surmised, knowing that some prefer to make others feel less powerful to elevate their own.

      “I do not feel welcome,” Gemma responded. Another contingent of guards stood rigid behind the man. All wore the same armor as those who had escorted her. Even with a dozen fierce Neemashi, there was no way she could win against them.

      The man laughed, his voice musical yet filled with spite. There was no goodness in his heart fire. Gemma could tell that immediately. No surprise there. The Harten are evil, driven by power and appearance alone.

      “I apologize if my guards are less accommodating than the arrival of one so lovely deserves. Might I ask your name?”

      He allowed his eyes to explore her body, unashamed of his lust. “My name is my own. If you wish to hear it from my lips, you will need to earn the privilege. And if you wish to command me so casually, you will tell me your name as well as what you plan. Speaking with someone at the tip of a spear means they are less a guest and more a prisoner, no?”

      “You are not a prisoner. I can assure you, should that be your fate, you will know. I can just as easily find you a mask of your own.” The man’s eyes flickered to the guard standing at her elbow, and a chill ran down Gemma’s spine. So this is how they are controlled. What then would happen should I remove that mask?

      She stood there, waiting to hear whatever proposition this man had for her. This was a negotiation, simple and true. Since Gemma had little to offer, she knew what was at stake was her will alone.

      A keen intellect burned in the man’s eyes. He spoke once more, allowing his voice to be coated with a thin varnish of kindness. “I seek allies. That is all. Ones that can view the world from my perspective and share in my vision. Is that not a worthy goal?” Sensing she would not answer, he gave her his name. “I am Vormer. May I not have your name in return?”

      “I am Gemma. Am I free to go? I wish to find food and shelter then speak with my demon helper. I know little of this place and am not yet strong.”

      He nodded, acknowledging her request. “Perhaps. Perhaps in time you may go as you wish. I must have certain assurances first though. Is it not wise for a chieftain of peoples to know the mind of all under his rule?”

      Anger filled Gemma’s heart fire, and she felt the back of her neck begin to burn. No. This is not the time to ignite. Words are better than fang or flame. I must see if he will be reasoned with first. Still, that he assumed she would be his subject, a right that was won through trial alone, was almost enough to make her challenge him there on the spot.

      “I have only just arrived. I have not been given food or water, nor even shown a place to rest my head. It is not my intention to offend you… Lord, but I do not feel you have a right to be called my chieftain.”

      The air bristled with tension, and Gemma knew she was not the only one here with anger in her heart. This man expected fealty, but was unwilling to grant a thing in return. There were many words for such leaders in her world. They all meant the same thing: tyrant.

      When he spoke again, his voice had shifted down an octave, a hint of gravel lacing his words. “Regardless of how you feel, you are here now, in my city. Are you willing to serve me and the Burning God Aten?”

      At the sound of the fallen god’s name, Gemma fell into a crouch and hissed, her fangs protruding an inch and her skin burning with heat.

      Vormer’s eyes widened in surprise. “Neemashi!” he growled, standing up, the scales on the top of his head and bare arms lifting in agitation. “How is it possible?”

      Gemma allowed her flame to burn brighter. If she was forced to shift, she would do so instantly.

      Her clothes began to smolder, and she dropped her bow. The soul weapon had been customized. Before it hit the ground, it vanished, its image sinking into the skin of her back. No lion could use such a weapon. And why would I need to with claws at my disposal?

      In a flash, the man pulled free his swords. A growl emanated from his throat.

      “You will extinguish yourself, witch! You may not use the Flame of Aten against one of his followers. It is forbidden!”

      Taking a step back, Gemma felt the presence of a guard step behind her. The time for words was at an end, however. This man would not compromise and would never see reason.

      “Aten stole his flame for another. He is a pretender, as are his priests!”

      “Hold her!” Vormer shouted, advancing with blades held ready.

      A guard grasped her elbow, and Gemma unleashed her ether. Her skin ignited in the purest flame, not of Aten, but of the true god whose name is unknowable. Gemma fell forward, her body changing in a heartbeat, and the guard’s hand was consumed in flame.

      She leapt to the side, avoiding a spear thrust from another guard. Gemma raked the guard’s leg with her claws, and they fell in a heap, her fire scorching through the armor easily.

      Gemma heard Vormer curse, calling her witch and sorceress, flame whore. But already the city was a blur around her, the foul beings who had sought to tame her too slow to keep up.

      Ahead, she saw the end of this city of gold. A field of green and, beyond, more green covering the mountains of this Antinium. She’d only ever seen the color when certain minerals burned. What this endless sea of green meant, Gemma could not say. But she sprinted faster than ever, seeing a clear line of escape.

      Before her paws touched grass for the first time, a voice like lightning and outrage called behind her. “I’ll find you, Gemma! And when I hold your fire in my hand, I will be unstoppable!”
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      The path that coursed up and around the cliff face was not at all built by human hands. Some geological fluke had made it, perhaps, but it was not at all easy to climb. The first few hundred feet were steep but clear of debris, so Cade and Minda had made good time. Yet the last half became broken and difficult to traverse.

      They’d left the safety and comfort of Camp Casmeer over two hours ago, and they were only now nearing the top of the cliff. A few glimpses stolen from the right angle told Cade that lush forest grew on the bluff above them. What creatures roamed there was all but a mystery to them, even though this was their second trip.

      That was the point of this journey. Having explored the small forest that grew in their glade, and defeated the shadow creature who’d inhabited the Town Interface, Cade wanted to be certain no other major threats were looming directly above them. The chances of something crawling down the face of the cliff were minimal, but if he and Minda could scale this path, something else could too.

      Remembering the Town Interface, Cade wondered when they would be able to take Tanrial back. Even sneaking in to steal a bunch of Mana Shards might be too difficult.

      Shaking his head, he forced himself to focus on his current mission. Multi-tasking was the best way to screw up whatever you’re doing.

      They made their first trip up yesterday and spent only a few short hours patrolling the forest. Little had been found other than a few dense stands of bamboo and a group of Cobalt Plantain trees, enough to feed them for a week. Minda wanted to be cautious, and Cade agreed, so they harvested as many of the plantains as possible, then crept back down well before the sun would expire.

      Getting caught on this dangerous incline after dark would all but spell death. Even now, he was forced to ignore the sprawling jungle scenery below, the endlessly spilling waterfalls he could spot a dozen or so miles away, the cresting mountains to either side. This world, the world of Antinium, was so beautiful and amazing it looked like a dream. Yet Cade knew the consequences of injury were real enough. Fighting pumas, massive and powerful apes, and a damn drakeling was enough to convince him so.

      So it wasn’t the scenery that occasionally caused him to lose focus. Not of the jungle at least, nor the distant spires of the golden city of Tanrial beyond. No, it was Minda.

      She was a beastkin from another world, resurrected here after her death, just like him. And as she leapt over dizzying chasms that opened up in the path or scaled jagged ledges of rock with the strength of her fingers and arms alone, he couldn’t help but fall for her over and over again. The bitch was all kinds of talented, not only athletically, but the way she moved over and under him when they had sex was enough to inspire a second Kama Sutra.

      Minda was crouching, preparing to spring up to catch hold of another such ledge. Cade held her by her ribs and launched her up as she jumped. With their combined energy, the woman flew up and caught the lip of stone even though it must have loomed over twelve feet above their heads.

      Her body contracted and pulled up and over the ledge, but not before he saw plenty of her legs and ass, and that most perfect place where the two join.

      If this were Earth, and Cade was describing the woman to a group of friends, he’d tell them she was a spinner. The woman was short, only a couple or so inches above five feet, and her breasts were small. Yet her legs were thick with muscle, and every inch of her body was sprung like a bear trap. And all over her pale skin, a thin layer of white fur shimmered.

      At first, Cade had thought her fur, her pointed, almost-feline teeth, and her slanted, conical ears were strange. Now he was used to the way she looked, and he found her downright sexy. Who the fuck am I to judge anyhow? he thought. After all, I’m the bald-faced monkey to her.

      He shook his head, dismissing the image of the underside of her ass and the shadowed flicker of her sex he’d been so fortunate to see, and prepared for his own ascent.

      Her head emerged, staring down at him, and she tossed down the length of sturdy cordage they’d brought at Satemi’s request. He caught hold of it, blessing the tall woman for her crafty hands as well as her heavenly body—Athena herself would be jealous of her hips—and started to climb up. It wasn’t a far climb, not compared to another such ledge a hundred feet down. That one took almost thirty minutes for them to carefully traverse. But each moment they struggled, Cade was aware that if he slipped, he might easily fall back to the path below and tumble out into the yawning abyss above their gentle glade.

      Falling to his doom amid the placid fields they’d come to call home was not something he wished to do. Imagining Satemi and Ketzal’s reactions, their faces drawn with horror as they examined his shattered corpse, wasn’t helping him climb. Focus, you fucker! What is with your thoughts today?

      He shot a hand up and gripped a protruding stone, preparing to haul himself up. His new body was stacked in this world. Where once flab and old scar tissue had taken over, Cade now had rippling abs and striated muscle.

      With such strength, the climb should have been easy. But what he was not expecting was for the stone he gripped to shift and then fall away.

      It tumbled back and flew from his grip, tumbling end over end into the whispering expanse over the cliff’s edge. Cade twisted, his full body weight swinging on the cord. He gripped it with all his might, praying that Minda had somehow anchored it well enough.

      “Cade!” she called, fear heavy in her voice.

      He clung to the handmade rope, thankful Minda had blessed it with her magic. She had the power to influence and enhance plant life. It was not only her Occupation but her combat Class. The rope held, Cade’s grip held, and he managed not to pass out even when he was stupid enough to look back into the yawning emptiness below.

      Cade closed his eyes and grabbed the rope with his other hand. Then he pulled himself up once more, finding a more secure handhold. Soon he was on his side, facing Minda, and panting with fear as much as effort.

      “I know. I know,” he whispered. He could see all of her reproach written plainly in her golden-amber eyes. Such beauty and concern were hard to define when condensed in such a way. It was like staring at an emerald that cared about you. “I’m sorry. I just want to finish the climb. Should have tested that stone first. I won’t make that mistake again, I promise.”

      She smiled, knowing his words were sincere. Then, quick as the cutest snake in the world, she darted forward and kissed his lips. It wasn’t a passionate thing, just enough to let him know how she felt. As brief as it was, Cade felt his heart quicken a pace. Like slapping a race horse on the ass and then expecting it not to startle, the woman stood up and resumed the march.

      Grumbling in feigned frustration, Cade did the same. He spared but a glance for the ledge, shaking a mental fist at it. In a world full of beasts and babes, and I almost let myself get killed by a fucking stone? Focus, man. Focus.

      The rest of their journey up the cliff was easy. Little more than hiking up another steep slope and then shimmying over a final lip of crumbling rock. Then they were standing atop the bluff, jungle at their back, and helplessly staring at the beauty of Antinium. “My world had jungle like this, but not when I was alive. We killed it all with the endless hunger of industry and war,” Minda said.

      “I wish I could say things were different on Earth. We still had a few pockets left, but even those were being slowly consumed,” Cade responded, his arm wrapped around Minda’s shoulder. They surveyed the scenery at length. It felt somehow required even though they’d seen the view once already the day before. The waterfalls were most striking as the sun caught the endless rising mist and made them seem trapped beneath a sheet of crystal.

      Sighing, Cade gave her a squeeze. “Let’s get moving again, yeah? I’d like to find our target with enough time to also set up a campsite. Daylight won’t last forever.”

      Minda nodded and turned back to the forest. This close to the cliff edge, only bamboo grew. Thickets of shoots grew so dense that they were forced to find game trails. Thankfully, Minda was a natural at such tasks.

      So after a minute of creeping, the beastkin woman dove into a barely discernible opening in the cane break, and Cade followed after.

      After a half hour of traveling hunched over and stepping carefully, Cade was starting to feel exhausted. Thankfully, the bamboo broke away to the ferns and soft-fleshed plants of moist jungle. Their progress sped up a bit, but still they moved with caution. All around them, the snap and whir of unseen life filled the air with a constant chatter. Huge beetles flew overhead the size of Cade’s fist. One even came close enough for him to swat from the air with his axe. He stooped down to examine the beetle’s body.
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        Level 1

        Producer Fauna, Alchemical Reagent
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      “Producer Fauna? What the hell does that mean?” Cade muttered to himself, picking up the thick-bodied insect. It weighed too much for something that flew so gracefully. Since it was a reagent, he stored it in his spatial Inventory, and watched as the glittering bug disappeared from his hand.

      Minda answered his question from over his shoulder. “Producers are what grow without eating other creatures. I think it might eat rock or some other mineral. Most plants are producers as well. Crazy to see an insect though.”

      Looking the woman in the eyes, her brain buzzing with activity, Cade couldn’t help himself. He gave her a gentle shove. “Such a nerd,” he said playfully, then turned back to the march. The crackle of leaves behind him let him know she was following. Then he felt her kick him, a deft movement aimed at the side of the heel he’d just lifted to take another step. Predictably, the foot caught behind his opposing leg. It took all of his accumulated Dexterity and Strength not to fall flat on his face.

      “Goof,” she called back as she passed him up and resumed the lead.

      He couldn’t even pretend to be mad. His own laughter had already given him away.

      They came across the stream at last, the one that poured down over the cliff, forming the waterfall they bathed in each night. Cade’s mouth was dry, and he wanted nothing more than to slake his thirst. But Minda paused, holding up a hand for him to stop. All was silent around them, a sign that never meant anything good at all.

      Cade glanced among the forest around them and couldn’t see anything that hinted at danger. Only the trickling stream was audible now and distant bird chatter.

      Just ahead lay the stream, all around it sprouting broad-leaved plants. Up there. Something is definitely there, Cade thought, finding a particular patch of plants. A few of the leaves still shook, as if something had ducked inside.

      Minda gave him a look, and gestured for him to fan out. The two spread apart, Cade walking closer to the stream and coming at whatever beast lay hidden from the side. As they closed in, he heard a faint rasping sound.

      That was the last thing he noticed before the beast attacked.

      The little terror had a body shaped like a badger, but it had no fur. Instead, crimson scales ran its length, brighter than anything natural should be.

      “Look out!” Cade shouted as the creature leapt towards Minda.

      The beastkin woman was quick, but the lizard beast was faster. In a blink, it had managed to snap its jaws around her leg. She struck out with her dagger, scoring a hit across both of its bulging eyes. It let go and turned to sprint away into the bushes once more. Instead, Cade flipped her axe around and activated his blast axe. He triggered Double Tap and two bullets made of condensed ether erupted from his weapon. The first round sunk between the beast’s ribs, and the other struck its spine.

      It froze, body twitching as it fought to keep moving despite its debilitating injury. Cade flipped his axe around, thinking the hammer that rested opposite the blade would make for a quick end. But Minda had a score to settle. She pounced, her dagger sinking into the top of the beast’s skull, and its thrashing subsided.

      What a bad bitch, Cade thought as the woman yanked the dagger free, a few flecks of bone falling to the ground.

      She smiled at him briefly, but he could see concern in her eyes. “What is it? Is the wound bad?”

      Minda limped away a few steps, leaving the corpse behind as she found a place to sit down. “It shouldn’t be. Hurt like hell but was just a bite. I’m worried that thing filled me with venom.”

      Fear coiled in Cade’s gut as he thought of losing the woman. No. Now’s not the time to lose your head. Calm and cool. He inspected the wound with Minda, and sure enough, two holes marked where the beast’s fangs had punctured. Looking back to the creature, Cade examined it, hoping to find some clue.
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        Komodo Badger

        Level 5

        Predator Fauna
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      “Shit. It sure doesn’t look anything like the Komodos we have on Earth, but I’m pretty sure you’re right about the venom. What does it feel like?” Cade asked, regretful that neither one of them had any specialized skill regarding animal husbandry or wildlife.

      “Burns a bit. Going numb. I don’t know how serious it is, but I think I have some herbs that will help,” Minda said, summoning several such herbs from her inventory.

      One was a reddish leaf she popped in her mouth and began to chew at once. Then she produced a handful of trimmed stems, each the length and width of a straw. “Here, can you grind these for me? I need to make a poultice to press against the wound. It should help draw out some poison.”

      Cade had just the thing. He’d had Satemi make him a smaller version of the Apothecary kit he used so often. A simple stone that fit in his palm and a shallow bowl made from a local hardwood, Cade pulled the items from his own Inventory and began at once. He combined a bit of water then handed the skin to Minda to drink. Her face was gray, and again he had to fight off a bout of fear.

      Before he rubbed the poultice in, however, he knelt to the wound and opened his mouth. Sensing his intentions, Minda held out her hand. “No! You’ll be poisoned too!”

      “No, I won’t. Remember, my Lycan Metabolism trait gives me partial immunity,” Cade said in a firm tone, pushing her hands to the side. “What good is being a Chimera Lord if not to help those around you?” He said this last with a smile, hoping to ease the fright he could see beginning to build in her eyes.

      Cade placed his mouth over the wound and sucked. He had to fight the urge to vomit as hot blood and an acrid liquid filled his mouth. Spitting on the ground, he did so again and again, moving from one of the puncture wounds to the next. When he was done, his chin was dripping with blood and his tongue and throat were going numb from the poison.

      Thankfully, even though the poison still affected his body, he could feel whatever internal mechanisms his body had inherited begin to fight against it. By the time he was done massaging the poultice into Minda’s thigh and wrapping it with moss and thin cordage, he felt normal again.

      “Okay, so our original quarry can’t be too much further, perhaps another five or so miles. We can cover that easily in the morning. For now, I want to find a place for us to camp.” Minda’s eyes opened with concern, but Cade help up a hand. “I know. Satemi will be worried, but we told her there was a chance we wouldn’t make it back today. There’s no way we are going back down the cliff with you still injured. Can you walk yet? And what of your herbs? You mentioned a few.”

      To answer his first question, the woman gritted her teeth and made to stand up. Rather than help her, he let her rise on her own. He could see her leg was stiff, but could technically hold her weight. Then she grimaced and answered his second. “For that, we will need fire. Your Apothecary skill should be able to make the concoction more effective. It needs to be steeped in boiling water.”

      It had taken Cade several days to learn that this world allowed for Occupations to be learned and mastered in the same way that combat classes were. With his Chimera Lord combat class, he was able to acquire a single trait from the creatures he defeated in combat each time he leveled up. Said traits were incredibly powerful.

      His most recent acquisition, Alpha’s Fitness, gave him a boost to his Constitution Attribute as well as a passive increase in stealth. The advantage of such improvements were easy to see, but more exciting was the active skill he could choose with each new trait.

      With Alpha’s Fitness came Alpha’s Call, a party buffing skill that granted a 10% increase to Stamina regeneration, Health regeneration, and total damage output for two minutes.

      A wounded party member meant that healing was a priority. Cade activated Alpha’s Call, his skill bursting from his lungs in the form of an epic shout. Minda winced at having announced their presence for any predators that may have been close by.

      Cade knew it was a risk, but he would rather face new predators than deny Minda the advantage the skill offered.

      “I know. That was loud,” Cade admitted, peering through the jungle to see any signs of disturbance. “Let’s get moving. I say we make camp at least a half mile away. I will take the lead. Just please, Minda, tell me if you need to stop.”

      She nodded, her normally playful face drawn in pain. Her beastkin ears lay flat, trembling slightly. So he started out slowly, crossing the stream and moving away from the source of water, hoping to find some place quiet enough to wait out the night in peace.

      Antinium was a hard enough place as it was. He would make certain his Minda was fully recovered before they faced any other challenges.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            More of a Recon, Really

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite the cost to security, after fifteen minutes of travel, Cade had to help Minda walk.

      Her body was already recovering from the venom, but her leg was still reacting strongly. It throbbed with pain and remained stiff. The woman was tough as an MRE bag, but he saw it written plainly all over her face. If they didn’t stop soon, she would pass out.

      So he hobbled beside her, moving through the forest in search of a suitable camp.

      Finally, they found two smooth-skinned trees that had fallen together, one’s limbs spilling to the side and creating a living cave. It was shallow, but that did not matter. It would provide some structural shelter, ensuring that Cade only had to keep watch from one direction.

      “Your tent, love. Please, summon the tent, and no, you won’t be helping me set it up. I can manage well enough,” Cade said, his voice hard but eyes soft as he took in his companion’s state.

      More indication than the black circles under her eyes or how her white fur somehow seemed less radiant than usual was how all she did was nod in compliance. This was her job, something Minda relished and excelled in. But here she was handing him the tight roll of their travel tent with a weary smile on her face.

      She found a place nearby and sat down, watching the radiant forest while Cade busied himself with the tent. In a half hour and a dozen elegant strings of curse words later, it was done.

      “Saggy, definitely ugly, sure, but that is a fucking tent. Am I right?”

      Minda shook her head, disappointed but happy to have some place cool and cleaner than the forest floor to recline in. She stood, then paused, her brow creasing as she held up her hand and summoned something from her Inventory.

      “Almost forgot. I found a new herb yesterday. It is like the one that covers your scent but more powerful. This one not only covers our natural odor but will act as a deterrent,” she said, crushing a handful of dried leaves in her palms and limping around their campsite to sprinkle the herb.

      The fragrance was subtle, but acted upon Cade immediately. Yet the effects were different than he had anticipated given what Minda had told him. It smelled like rosemary if it were lighter, perhaps mixed with citrus. His mind became clear at once, the fatigue of the day burning off like dew in the sun. Cade’s skin tingled slightly, almost like he’d chewed a handful of coffee beans, something he’d done more than a few times in the service. Still, that wasn’t the effect that seemed so out of place.

      “Do you?” he asked, catching Minda’s eye as she completed her circuit and ducked into the tent.

      The woman lay on the pile of furs Cade arranged there, and smiled up at him. “Yes, I feel it too. But you’ll have to ignore it, okay? Not only are we on a hunt, but I am not yet recovered.”

      This is not a fucking hunt, Cade complained to himself. More like a recon. When she recovers, I will have to remind her of that.

      Rather than argue, he slipped inside with her and produced a few plantains and a waterskin.

      “Here, eat and drink what you can. Then sleep. It should help you recover faster,” he said.

      Minda did eat, and he could not help but notice the precise articulation of her jaw as she did so. Each time her mouth parted, his heart sped up, the pink of her gums and white of her teeth acting like carnal signs of her health.

      The herb the woman had sprinkled may ward off predators, but it had an altogether different effect on humans. Energized and alive, his mind crackling with potential, Cade could think of nothing else but fucking. He watched for any movement in the forest, but his mind refused to focus. Instead he imagined every woman and every position possible, and of course, loved every minute of it.

      A soft purr came from his woman’s chest, a chest he knew well. Her firm breasts and the fine layer of velvet fur that covered them came to his mind. Lucky as a duck in a pond, Cade thought, and fought the urge to go to her. She needed rest like he needed distraction, so he allowed his mind to wander.

      He thought back to another girl, one so much like Minda in frame though he never had the chance to truly get to know her. On leave after basic training, and in a college town filled with young and spoiled kids who had no idea how lucky they were, Cade partied with a group of friends. It was his first true kegger, at least in how he’d imagined them. Not just a group of friends in the woods near his home, a boom box and sleeping bags enough to survive the night.

      No, this was in a college town, hosted at a rental house that had at least eight people staying there, the front and back yards filled with people. Music tore through the night, way louder than was legal, yet no cops came to stop the party.

      Earlier in the night, a girl had stopped by his friend Michael’s dorm room, just an acquaintance, and there to pass on a message from some other girl. Her eyes had flickered over to Cade’s, and she smiled coyly. Then she was gone, left to party like all the other students. And Cade asked Michael nineteen different ways where they might find her again.

      In that same music-permeated backyard, Cade spotted her. She was a short, thin brunette, a slip of a girl, but with eyes that were round and thirsty. She was dancing with another guy, and Cade’s heart fell like a meteor when she saw her kiss him. Feverish and wild, the girl was as drunk as everyone else, and Cade watched as her hips moved with the music, grinding on the man.

      He was about to turn away and leave, when the song ended, and the faceless bro said something in her ear and left. She continued to dance by herself, and knowing it was his last night before he had to go back to the Army, back to a unit he knew nothing about, and to a barracks full of swinging dicks, he approached her.

      “Hey, what are you doing here?” he asked, hoping she would at least recognize him. He knew it wasn’t a good line, but they never were. Just fucking say hello, he’d told himself. And against all odds, it worked.

      The girl’s eyes lit up in excitement. They talked a bit, then danced, and then Cade was the guy she was kissing. All thoughts of the other bro who’d fucked up by leaving this girl alone were gone.

      After a minute or an hour, she whispered a few words in his ear. “Want to go back to my room?” she asked, and Cade grinned like a fool and walked with her.

      The fog of drink and encroaching exhaustion made their progress somewhat of a mystery. But before he knew it, Cade was being snuck into a girl’s dormitory, and watching a gorgeous chick fumble with her locked door.

      Then they were inside, they were kissing again, and falling into her single bed. “My roommate’s gone for the night. We should be fine,” she said. Cade had never heard such a beautiful promise in all his short life. Clothes fell to the floor, and her skin was smooth and flawless.

      This girl, whose name Cade forgot too many years ago, had the firm body that made one think of a deer. Tiny breasts and a petite frame, she was not the type of girl Cade would normally fawn after. But her eyes flashing up in the near darkness, her hungry mouth, and the heat of her skin riled him. He found her sex with his hand. Knowing only one way of touching a girl from his experience with no more and no less than three girlfriends, he pushed one and then two fingers inside of her. Her pelvis ground into him, urging his motions on.

      They continued to kiss and Cade thrummed that instinctual beat inside of her, finding and keeping a rhythm that sang to her bones. Then in a surprisingly short amount of time, literally three or four minutes, her mouth parted and she moaned. The girl’s abdomen went rigid, her hips rocking subtly as she came in his hand.

      She smiled and blinked at him in surprise. “Holy shit!” she’d said, without shame or elegance.

      So as any young person would do, they repeated the process. She came a second time maybe ten minutes after, this one longer and harder, her waters soaking into her bed.

      “Just fuck me,” she urged, impatience in her voice.

      Cade froze. “Do you have a condom?” he asked, hoping beyond anything she did.

      “No, that’s supposed to be your job.”

      He cursed himself, fingers still inside her. “Who cares. Let’s just do it,” she said.

      For years after, Cade had no idea why he remained disciplined in the face of such outrageous temptation, but he told her no.

      They tried sleeping, but that turned into more grinding, and the two were at each other’s junk again. The diligent ministration of two fingers helped the girl cum six times in the course of another hour, perhaps two. Each one grew in intensity, lasting a few seconds longer than the last.

      Then, teasing her once more, the girl got angry. She pushed Cade back on the bed, climbing on top to mount him. He felt the wet of her graze along his shaft. She pressed against his belly, covering him in her excitement, and then descended.

      As soon as the tip of him brushed her sex, and he felt the last of his defenses crumble away to dust, the doorknob rattled. Keys jangled in the hall and a slurring voice cursed a few feet away.

      The girl threw a blanket over both of them a second before a very drunk roommate burst in.

      Cade laughed to himself, thinking back on a night where though he’d gotten more than he deserved, he still fell asleep with a fitful, raging hard-on.

      But that was the way of life. The things that happened back on Earth, just like here, always seemed so out of his control. Every gorgeous woman he bedded or fell in love with was a complete and total accident. And never since had he found such a trigger-happy girl. Six times?! he thought, giggling to himself like a teenager. Only Minda might be able to pull that off. Though when he recalled how she climaxed, it wasn’t the shallow shuddering of a girl no older than nineteen, it was the focused surge of a practiced woman.

      The rest of the day passed in fits of such unwarranted fancy. Every time he thought his mind was clearing once more, the wind would change and the potent herb would settle upon his thoughts again. He felt truly accomplished for allowing his gorgeous friend to sleep. It took every ounce of courage and discipline he could muster to remain her guard, to allow her the rest she needed to recover from the venomous attack.

      The sun was falling, and Cade’s thoughts had drifted to Bellows, the great boar they’d all befriended, and to Satemi and Ketzal. What are the two women up to? Are they worried? he mused. He hoped they could trust that he and Minda would be fine. Thinking of the two other heavenly women in his life sent him spinning off on another tangent, which he was thankfully saved from by a soft clearing of a throat behind him.

      “You up then? How are you feeling?”

      “Groggy but good. My leg doesn’t hurt anymore, and I could eat,” Minda finished, sitting up in the tent and rubbing her face.

      Cade brought out two venison steaks, some of the last of their meat from a great hunt he and Minda had gone on just a week before. Satemi had seasoned and grilled them special for this trip. That they came back out of Cade’s spatial Inventory was a miracle worth praising. “Still fucking warm, girl. Eat up.”

      And they did. Their dinner was thoroughly demolished. The steaks first, and then fruit, all washed down with a very light jungle wine Satemi had been brewing since their arrival at Camp Casmeer.

      Minda groaned, rubbing her belly in satisfaction, then fell back again to the furs. She stared up at the sky, a string of clouds burning with the last of the day’s sunlight. Sorbet, Cade thought. Definitely not a poet today, but those clouds look like nothing else but lumps of delicious sorbet.

      He thought of sharing his thought with Minda, but when he looked down at her, he saw her eyes were filled with electricity. Her pointed teeth were chewing on her bottom lip.

      “So…” he said lamely, and she growled at him softly.

      Minda’s voice came out low and filled with gravel. “I want you, Cade, and I curse that damned herb for making this so difficult. I want to take you now, but the rules of the hunt forbid it.”

      Cade laughed. At least I’m not the only horny bastard in the tent now. But his answer was more tactical. “You know, Minda, a hunt is a very specific activity. The goal of a hunt is to kill beasts and gain resources. It is, no doubt, quite sacred. But this is anything but a hunt.”

      She grinned wildly, her arms stretching above her head as she moved over the furs.

      “I think the herbs are working. On the animals of the forest that is. I haven’t seen more than a bird all day,” Cade said quizzically. “I’m just gonna close up the tent then. We are safe enough, surely.”

      He heard her laugh softly behind him as he fastened the tent flap in place, blocking them off save for a few golden threads of light that fell through the gaps in the tent.

      “The hunt must be respected, Cade. There’s no way I could let you touch or taste me,” Minda said. Her words were laden with honey, and he knew her own resolve was weakening.

      He turned and lay beside her, enjoying the heat of her body. “It’s simply not a hunt, Minda. But you know I will respect you. Where did all of this come from, anyhow? You were a scientist in your previous life. Why the sacred huntress role now?”

      She turned and leaned against his chest, her fingers splaying over his sternum. “I was a scientist, but all has changed since coming to Last World. When I first arrived, there was an old man who was very kind to me. He helped me survive, and he taught me many things.”

      “I’m sure he did.”

      Minda punched him. “Not like that, fool. He could have been my grandfather. He was the one who showed me how to respect a hunt. When you seek to harvest even a single animal, you must respect the hunt in many ways. Abstinence is one of those ways.”

      “I think he just forgot what it is to be young enough to care,” Cade teased, expecting another rebuke.

      Instead, Minda grinned, her teeth glowing faintly in the low light. “You would be surprised. Imenda was his lover and had been for years. Those two. They would rouse the village at times.”

      The two of them laughed, and she even went so far as to make an exaggerated impression of their cries of passion. Then Cade told her of his day, the fits of relived glory in his previous life, even telling her of the girl he somehow didn’t fuck but pleased so many times.

      “Sounds like me when I was younger. I might have beaten that record too, though who can count when your brain is filled with orgasm?”

      Thinking of a younger Minda made Cade pause. “So how old are you? I know you are young here, but how old were you when you died? And to be fair, I will say I was thirty-five. No judgement, just curious.”

      “We have no shame around age like some cultures. A woman at the old village had trouble admitting she had fifty years to her name before she passed. I was thirty-eight when I died.”

      “Thirty-eight! Old woman!” Cade teased, mind blown how her flawless features could have survived so long. But I changed too, improved and healed when I chose my class and improved my Attributes. She must have been the same.

      She laughed and shook her head, some old memory taking hold of her mind. “Weird to say it, but dying was the best thing to happen to me. Just a freak accident too. Not a dramatic standoff like Satemi’s death. I was just walking home from the lab, too late as usual. An AI transporter glitched after being hacked, and I was run over. But the life I led before… it was just so boring. It was like I’d already given in, you know?”

      The woman’s honesty touched Cade in the deep well of grief he still held within him. It was easy to forget past lives, the pain and regrets that colored them, especially when striving each day to survive. “I know all about that. I was a sack of shit when I died. Went out in a fight trying to help someone though, so I suppose that was worthwhile. But everything I’d done that was in any way significant or enjoyable ended fucking years ago. I was dead already.”

      He lay on his back and stared up at the glowing amber leather of the tent above them. He sighed and rubbed his hands, working at an ache that had formed.

      Minda sensed his shift in mood and threw a leg over his belly and held him close. “You aren’t dead now. I see the way you are living each day. You have passion again, Cade, and purpose. Nothing else is required.”

      Nodding, he acknowledged the truth of her words. No sense in regretting decisions I made in another life. Especially not with all I have now.

      “Thank you. I know I’m lucky.” Still looking up, he added, “Lucky to have you, Minda, let alone the others. We didn’t have beastkin girls back on Earth, but if we did, you would be the hottest one.”

      “And you aren’t so bad for a bald-faced monkey, Cade.”

      He smiled at her reference, but grew somber once more. Then he turned to her. His eyes met the fire in hers and let it all go. There was little point in holding back. “I’ve known you for a little over a week, Minda. But I love you. I think about you constantly. You make me laugh. You’re brilliant and sexy too. So… yeah. I love you, Minda.”

      Her purr filled the small space and the slightest smile stole across her features. Her eyes grew moist. He wasn’t sure if she was gonna turn away or start crying, but after a few moments, she replied in her own way. “In my world, we never spoke such words aloud. Only actions could show how one feels. I will make love to you, Cade. And yes, the hunt is sacred, but this is more of a recon, really.”

      She rolled to her side and pressed her backside against him, her purr growing louder by the second. The rest of Cade’s foul mood fled like shadows from a flame. He pulled her into him and kissed the top of her shoulder. Her hands began to explore his body, sliding down the length of his thigh. Cade moved her white braids to expose her neck and kissed her there as well.

      Minda arched her back, sighing with each long kiss.

      Cade slipped a hand under her leather armor and cupped a breast. He stroked the fur of her belly and then moved lower, brushing over her mound before returning once more to her breast.

      They tossed in the languid enjoyment of each other’s company for near an hour before they both grew impatient as one. Cade tugged down her leather skirts, and in a deft movement, caught the waistline with his toe as it was halfway down her legs and shucked them off entirely.

      She tore her top free and flung it to the corner of the tent, giggling as she did so.

      Cade had his own clothes off in a few more frantic moments.

      Minda had remained facing away from him. One hand was tucked suspiciously between her legs and the other was reaching behind her, seeking out his manhood.

      She found him ready, gripping his cock for a moment as if to relish in the strength of him.

      When Cade moved closer, he found her cute little ass pushed back. He gripped himself at the base and pressed up, feeling her lips part. He ran the length of himself along her slit, wetting himself with her arousal and causing tiny shudders of pleasure each time he brushed her clit.

      He found the nape of her neck again, tracing the tip of his tongue along a tiny patch of smooth skin that separated the fur on her neck and her white tresses. Then Cade latched down, his teeth gripping her nape. At the same time, he lifted his cock up, pressing through her folds and plunging into her.

      Minda moaned. Her hands moved with minds of their own. One reached behind him and clutched his back, her tiny claws digging into his flesh. With the other she reached down, cupping the place of their union. “This is how I feel for you, Cade. This is how.”

      A terrible urge to become frantic, to grip her pelvis and drive himself into her almost overcame his senses, but he restrained himself. This time, like every time so far with Minda, would be unique.

      So he held her in his teeth and held her hip gently in his hand as he nudged himself deeper with each of their shared movements.

      It was a slow torment, an endless crashing of waves on a distant shore. At last he climbed atop her. Minda invited him between her legs and gasped as he sank his full length into her sex. Again he fought not to clash or bang his way to a finish. Instead, he ground his mound against hers.

      They kissed, not a lashing of tongues frantic and wild, but slow and methodic, a dance of their lips and very tips of their tongues alone.

      He came first, a scalding outpour of fire that made him break the growing silence of the forest around them. She smiled, watching his pleasure unfold. Minda slipped her hand between them and teased herself, already on the brink, and in moments, she was gripping him with the wracking pleasure of her own orgasm.

      Minda came long and hard, making his own efforts seem trivial. Cade laughed, and he stared into her eyes, visible now only by flecks of silver shining up at him in the dark.

      “I’m just glad this wasn’t a real hunt,” he teased, and when she gave his chest a feeble punch, her laughter filling the tent, he knew exactly what she felt for him as well, words or no words.
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      They woke with the brilliant chatter of a thousand birds, the forest coming alive just as the sun began to rise.

      Finding their clothes and emerging naked to dress, Cade winced at the cold mist that covered everything. It was nothing at all like living in the glade below them. Their peaceful home was more sheltered. Morning came later, the tall mountains blocking the sun’s progress, but it also didn’t allow such a dense covering of fog. He could see no more than twenty feet before him.

      It was a sobering effect, and the two had their breeches and armor back in place in a matter of moments. Speaking also felt wrong, even given the myriad voices of the wildlife around them. There was an unspoken tension in the air that had Cade and Minda packing up their tent and moving on toward their destination in utter silence.

      Bringing up his map, Cade saw they were a few miles away from the odd clearing they’d found on their first trip. Minda walked ahead of him, her limp gone and confidence returned. No doubt, she’d already checked her own internal map and had found a route that was suitable.

      The dense foliage opened up as they traversed up the side of the mountain. The soil grew red with clay, and tall shoots of bristling bamboo shot up at odd angles. It was the same blood-red bamboo present when they had fought a pack of abyss cats before finding and founding Camp Casmeer. The reminder had Cade’s hackles up, and his eyes darted about, wary of any movement.

      They stopped and ate quickly, not wanting to waste any more time for fear of having to remain away for another night. Satemi, Ketzal, and Bellows waited for their return. Should they be forced to stay one more night on this journey, Cade had no doubts that their fellows would mount a search party. That would be a logistical mess if nothing else, all of them bumbling about in a forest searching for one another.

      Cade spotted a new species of edible plant growing up from the ground nearby. It had a stiff stalk that blossomed into a bright flower. Below were small clusters of berries.
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      Cade plucked away the berries that felt plump and came free easily. But when he went to toss one in his mouth, Minda stopped him. “Don’t be a fool. Just because you can eat it, doesn’t mean you should. I know little of this plant and should like to study it. Who knows? It might cause gas or mild hallucination.”

      Remembering their shared experience with the Lycani nectar, more than a mild hallucinogen if he were to describe it, Cade stored the berries in his Inventory and agreed to her caution.

      Then they continued on their way. The day warmed quickly, this new terrain more exposed to the sun. By the time they had reached the clearing at the mountain’s crest, the day was sweltering, Cade’s clothing and leather armor clinging to his body.

      The tracks were easy enough to find. Three long toes tipped in claws facing forward and a single, shorter toe behind, the tracks looked like those of a massive bird. Again, Cade thought of facing such a freakishly large avian and chills ran down his arms. Chickens are basically idiot dinosaurs that will peck each other to death if given a chance. How devious could one be if its feet are bigger than mine?

      Minda scanned about their position, collecting a few stray plumes. Then she came close and whispered in his ear. “I think the tracks lead that way, into the stand of bamboo. I can’t be certain though. Whatever this thing is, it has been all over the place.”

      “Its lair must be nearby then. Nest? I don’t fucking know, but let’s find it. Something this close to our camp we should at least know about.”

      She agreed, and they walked toward the dense patch of fiery bamboo that covered half the mountain. It grew so close together they had to retrace their steps several times, trying to find a way into the foliage. At last, Minda came to a game trail winding through its midst, and their progress sped up once more. Yet as they neared, feathers and tracks showing up more frequently, Minda grew more cautious.

      Silently, they crept through the bamboo forest until at last they came upon an area that had been cleared away, the stalks literally shorn off a few inches above the ground. It looked as if someone with a machete had done a day’s labor here, or someone with a beak.

      At the end of the tiny clearing, sitting oddly on top of a nest of flattened bamboo, was indeed a nest. It was a mess of leaves, sticks, and even bones, all woven together by a twisted little mind. It was large enough for Cade to recline in. Every fiber in Cade’s body shouted for them to take off, sprint back the way they came. Though the bird beast wasn’t there, it would be soon. The proof of such a thought lay gleaming inside the nest: four massive eggs, each the size of a man’s head.

      “Let’s store these in our Inventory and find a place to hide. When that thing comes back we can ambush it. I’d rather fight it here than get surprised by it in the future,” Minda said, and though his fear still called for him to do anything but consent to the plan, he agreed.

      The bamboo was over fifty feet tall in all directions, some of the shoots as thick as Minda’s thighs. Yet they managed to shimmy up into the canopy, the lower branches of the bamboo weaving together and forming small platforms. Cade squatted on one, Minda on another, and they waited for their feathered friend to return.

      Cade’s legs were numb, and his back ached, when an hour later, it returned.

      It wasn’t the size of the avian beast that came padding up, its head darting forward with each step. No, it was the fact that somehow, for some terrifying and heartless reason, the creature had been crossed with a puma.

      Its fur shone tan and golden in the sunlight, and two stubby and useless wings jutted from its body. Thick and powerful legs held it up, fur fading to scales about halfway up. Its face was the strangest of all. The eyes and ears of a mountain cat changed into a huge, hooked beak.

      It wasn’t a very graceful chimera. Nothing at all like the noble gryphons Cade had seen in movies or read about in books. But its form was functional and deadly. Low to the ground, yet huge, Cade knew if he had to face the beast alone, he might not survive such an engagement.

      Minda gave him a look. It was now or never, and the thought of retreat seemed hopeless. It sniffed the air and darted forward. Seeing its eggs were gone, the beast became frantic. It opened its mouth and bleated, a chirping yowl. Great, the bird-cat-thing sounds like a fucking raptor. Well if that won’t top off my nightmare tank, I don’t know what will. Out of habit, Cade inspected it with his UVS.
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      Only a scavenger, huh? Well fuck me with a three-sided broom. At least we’ll have chicken tonight, he thought, and prepared himself for the attack. But as Cade unslung his axe, the beast jumped up on top of its nest and crowed again. The mother guinea gryph stretched up its paltry wings in despair, searching the bamboo thicket for any signs of its eggs.

      Minda hopped down first, and Cade followed. It was a sad thing that they were about to kill a grieving parent, but this was Antinium. No holds barred.

      Cade aimed his blastaxe at the beast’s chest and waited for Minda to make the move. Before she could, a shadow fell from the sky, crushing their prey and smashing the carefully made nest.

      The two sprang, shielding their eyes against the cloud of dust that flew out in all directions, then stared as a massive spider buried its mandibles into the gryph’s neck and stung it several times. Of course, the guinea gryph tried to fight back. It reared back and smashed the spider against the cane wall of the forest, a few of the long stalks cracking from the impact. It thrashed, trying with surprising strength to dislodge the creature, but in only a few moments, its movements grew sluggish.

      A sound too close to weeping came from the gryph’s beak, a repeating caw as the animal bemoaned its impending death. The call made Cade’s stomach knot with guilt that they too had been intending to kill this thing. It wasn’t a threat, not at all. Perhaps if two idiots snuck into its nest and stole its eggs it might be, but had they left it alone, all might have been well.

      The newcomer, however, was another matter entirely. It had the bulky frame of a tarantula, but four of its legs were long and thin. If stretched out, Cade thought they might be ten or twelve feet in length. The monster had twice his mass, and its core was surrounded by bristling hairs. The hair stood on end, thick at the base, appearing sharp enough to pierce flesh. That bitch is getting no hugs today.

      Scanning the deadly creature, Cade’s fear boner reared its ugly head. We. Are. Fucked.
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      Cade moved toward Minda with the intention of whispering in her ear that they had to get the hell out of there. His first step caused the spider to react, however, and it dropped the gryph’s body to the ground. The bird lion crashed to the ground, still breathing but largely paralyzed. Then the spider lifted up its front legs, swiveling side to side as if scanning them.

      As he had done in the past, Cade began the fight with a Slug Shot to the head. The hardened ether bullet bit into the mass of eyes that clustered its head.

      The fucking thing hissed at them and bounced to the side, using its longer legs to propel its bulky frame quickly. Then it jumped at Cade.

      He attacked, swinging sideways with the hammer side of his weapon. Cade used Culling the Pack at the same time. His body crashed into the disturbingly large spider, weapon splintering one of its legs and smashing into the side of its thorax. And though his counter attack caused the spider’s intended bite to miss, the spine-packed body smashed into his chest.

      Sure enough, the hairs were like foot-long needles, and when he tumbled to the ground, the spider’s mass far outmatching his own, he felt a few dozen of them burning in his ribs and sternum.

      Minda ran to Cade’s side and cast her Leaf Storm skill. A mana-infused wind swept over the spider, pushing it back just long enough for them to regain their footing. Cade backed away, urging his mana battery to recharge. Another shot or two to the head and this thing might die. Though where to target its brain was a mystery.

      No longer needing to remain quiet and regaining his senses, Cade roared out an Alpha’s Call and triggered his Wyrm’s Wrath.

      His body sang with the stacked buffs, power and vitality flushing his veins with hope. He screamed at the spider who had turned to Minda, and as it turned to spring on him once more, she used her grasping roots.

      The spider’s long legs prevented the spell from truly entangling it, but one of its long, hind legs was caught in a root’s grasp and broken in two.

      Cade didn’t hesitate. He lashed out with quick attacks, scoring hits on the spider’s legs and another to its thorax. His axe blade cut another leg in half, and even when the blade clanked off to less effect, a deep blue ichor sprang from the wound. Droplets spattered to the ground, and terrifyingly, burned the sandy soil.

      The end of the battle was within sight. Just a few more minutes of harrying the great beast, removing its legs one at a time, and they would have victory. But of course, the spider had its own plans. It shuddered horribly, and for a moment, Cade though the loss of its fluids was ending it then and there, but when a pale-blue light surrounded the spider’s core, he knew otherwise.

      Anticipating an attack skill, Cade jumped back, waving Minda off as well. Yet as they watched, the spider’s carapace splintered, chunks of the chitinous armor falling to the ground. What emerged was an alarmingly unharmed spider body, smaller in form, but as new and unscathed legs skittered toward Cade, he knew they were in trouble.

      Cade dropped a Double Tap into the spider’s eyes and blocked an incoming attack with the butt of his axe. Another of the long legs struck down after, though, its point aimed directly at Cade’s chest. He triggered Shroom Shield and caught the blow on his buckler. The skill reduced most of the force, but the bones in his arm still rung with pain.

      Minda slashed a nearby leg with her dagger and retreated, trying to turn the beast’s attention away from Cade. Its focus was iron though. It knew Cade was the strongest in battle. Most of Minda’s skills related to enchanting plant life. The next time she leveled up, which hopefully would be soon, he would recommend she choose something with more teeth.

      As it was, Cade was barely able to keep dodging, the smaller spider somehow faster than the last. To make matters worse, his Wyrm’s Wrath would deplete soon, leaving him stuck at normal speed.

      Cade switched to his hammer, intent on crushing the spider’s head. If he could deliver a significant injury, they might still walk away with only a few injuries to show for their troubles. Yet try as he might, the spider scout moved away from his heavy weapon.

      In a show of intelligence, the spider parried a side swipe, shoving Cade off balance. It struck with a long foreleg, the appendage sinking into his shoulder and pinning him to the ground. Then the beast lurched toward him, mouth opening wide to finish the kill. If it clamped down on him, the stinger would come next.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Minda run up the nest and vault in the air, a bamboo spear in her hand. He had no idea where she’d found the odd weapon, but as she landed on the spider’s back, the spear drove through its body and sunk into the ground.

      She shrieked as the spiny hairs pierced her legs where she straddled it.

      The horde spider panicked, its legs writhing in an attempt to free itself. Cade screamed as the leg tore free of his shoulder, but he pushed through his pain and stood.

      Cade screamed in pain and outrage as he hefted his weapon and slammed the hammer down on its head. He struck again and again, each attack bursting another portion of the spider’s body. The acid blood sprayed out at him and scorched his skin, but he continued to attack until Minda cried out in a concerned voice.

      “Cade! It’s over. Put down your weapon and help me down.”

      He shook his head, focusing on the moment once more. His body was on fire, face, arms, the gaping hole in his shoulder.

      But as he glanced up at Minda, he saw that she was almost helpless to pull herself free. She’d fallen on her knees to stab the monster, and the spines were doing their worst to her legs. She couldn’t reach a leg to hoist herself off, and couldn’t lift off the beast with her hands without damaging those as well.

      Coming closer, Cade dropped his weapon and glared at the ugly spider. Then he took off his leather vest and laid it over the spider’s back. “Push down here with your hands. I’ll help lift you. Come on,” he encouraged her, knowing the process would be anything but pain free. With more courage than he imagined he would possess, Minda pressed her hands to the leather armor and lifted herself off of the spines.

      They went slow, his strength acting to guide her. He felt sick as he saw the spines leaving her flesh, her bright blood staining her white fur.

      In a handful of excruciating moments, Minda was free. He clutched her in his arms a moment, feeling her panting in relief. Triggering Restoration of the Grove, Cade set her down and pulled out a waterskin.

      “Herbs, Minda. Anything you’ve got, and I need them too.”

      “Uh…” she moaned, but summoned the healing herbs and shoved some in her mouth. Handing Cade the rest, she closed her eyes, and shook her head.

      “That was horrible.”

      He had to agree. “Wish I had a big-ass shoe. Yeah, that was… something else.”

      Looting the corpse, he stored the yielded items in his Inventory for later inspection. Then he washed what he could of the still-burning ichor. The healing skill he’d used, granted by the amazing buckler they had found in a cave not so long ago, took care of the brunt of their wounds, but his shoulder wouldn’t be back to normal for quite some time, and if he didn’t get the ichor off, it would only damage him further.

      Sand ended up being the best solution after all, and he went at his body and face with vigor.

      “Hey,” Minda said, the pitch of her voice growing oddly optimistic for how badly they’d had their asses handed to them.

      “What? Hungry for some spider meat?”

      “Ew, no. We can give all of it to Bellows for all I care. But good news. I leveled up.”

      Cade fell to the ground and brought up his UVS. He was now Level 4. “Whooptie-fucking-do,” he groaned, letting his arms flop to the ground, his whole body thrumming with exhaustion.

      Level ups were nice, and he knew they needed to grow stronger, but his body still hurt, and fighting demon-possessed horde spiders was hard work.

      They needed a fucking break, and then, they were going home.
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            Rest and Riding the Storm

          

        

      

    

    
      The two did not have long to relish in their relaxation. Rather, they forced themselves back to their feet and double-timed it back to the stream where they’d had the unfortunate encounter with the venomous lizard.

      There, they bathed once more, Cade needing to rid himself of the acidic ichor. Minda just wanted to clean her own blood from her fur.

      While they were there, Cade wrestled with his options in leveling up.

      He surveyed the final choices he’d managed to narrow his options down to. It was either Ape’s Aptitude or Eel’s Bite. Both options sounded amazing. He’d been tempted by Hale as the Horde, the trait given by defeating the spider, but was afraid he’d gain acid blood or learn to shed his body and regrow a new one. And then there was Abyssal, a single-word trait that he’d undoubtedly unlocked after killing the abyss creatures. But there was no description available. It was simply blank.

      He read over the final traits once more, hoping to finish the decision as soon as possible.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Ape’s Aptitude: By taking on the ingenuity and prowess of the Earthen Ape, this trait is enough to turn any fool into a battle commander. A layer of dense mana will coat your body, increasing resistance to piercing and blunt damage. If this trait is chosen, your Intelligence will increase by a total of one Attribute Point.

      

        

      
        Eel’s Bite: Manifesting the deadliness of the eel, choosing this trait will give your attacks more than a little extra bite. When attacked, your skin will also secrete a slippery film of mana, moderately increasing the chance of grazing instead of direct hits. If this trait is chosen, your Dexterity will increase by a total of one Attribute Point.
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        * * *

      

      Who the fuck wants to secrete anything other than sweat from their skin? he thought. But then again, not getting hit is pretty nice. Fuck it. Making his final decision, and looking forward to finding out exactly what “a little extra bite” really meant, Cade chose the second option.

      As the Dexterity bonus kicked in, his body registered new reflexes, newfound coordination. He felt like sprinting, or fucking for that matter.

      But he concentrated, pulling up the two skills that were listed as options for the trait.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Serrated Touch: When skill is activated, a row of serrated mana teeth augments the edge of your weapon. All attacks cause additional slashing damage for 30 seconds as well as leaving the target with a Bleed effect. Bleed effect inflicts minimal to moderate damage depending on where it strikes the enemy. 30-minute Cooldown.

      

        

      
        Electric Touch: When skill is activated, weapon is filled with an electric mana charge. All attacks cause additional electricity damage for 30 seconds as well as leaving the target with a Spasm effect. Spasm effect makes the target's attacks more unpredictable and reduces overall movement speed by 10% for a total of 20 seconds. 30-minute Cooldown.
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        * * *

      

      How you like me now, Cade thought as he chose Electric Touch and triggered the spell. He slammed his hammer into a nearby tree and watched as sparks of yellow mana arced across its surface. The bark was a terrible conductor, so the skill largely fizzled out, but he had to see what it looked like.

      Then, considering what Attributes to assign, Cade dropped two into Wisdom, trying to get his weakest area to catch up a bit, and one more in Strength, Intelligence, and Charisma. Finalizing the choices, Cade bit his teeth, enduring the onslaught of metamorphosis as his body evolved. It felt like light waves were screaming through his muscles, biting at every tendon. But again, like his last level up, this one hurt less and was becoming pleasurable.

      He glanced at his Character sheet and grinned.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Name: Cade

        Level: 4

        Strength: 15

        Constitution: 15

        Dexterity: 15

        Intelligence: 15

        Wisdom: 12

        Charisma: 16

        Traits: Lycan Metabolism, Nalgathi Fervor, Alpha’s Fitness, Eel’s Bite

        Skills: Culling the Pack, Wyrm’s Wrath, Alpha’s Call, Electric Touch
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        * * *

      

      “I’m a bad mother—”

      “Are you going to wait until the last of the daylight is extinguished before you’re ready to go?” Minda complained. He glanced over and saw her face was impatient, though he could tell she’d noticed the added point to Charisma.

      “Yes, of course, my dear. I am ready when you are.”

      The two made their way back to the broken path that led down the cliff toward home. It wasn’t an easy journey, but considering it was downhill, and both of them were pumped up by their increased strength, they managed to make it back to camp before nightfall.

      As they strolled up, Minda gave a shout. It was a high-pitched and keening cry that summoned Satemi immediately.

      The tall woman’s eyes flared wide, and she ran toward them. “Oh, thank the gods you are safe! We were just packing for the morning. If you weren’t back by nightfall, I said—”

      “I know. And we are sorry. I was injured yesterday, and we had to wait until I healed,” Minda soothed her friend.

      “Injured?”

      “Bitten by a venomous creature actually.”

      Satemi scrunched her face in worry but shrugged it off the best she could. “Well, you are back now, and that is good. Ketzal took Bellows for a short walk. He is eating more than we can provide these days. We had better take him into battle again soon or I am not altogether sure he’s worth the trouble.”

      Cade knew she was only teasing. It was strange, but she had grown fonder of the boar than any of them. He had even caught her feeding him late at night after she’d gotten up to relieve herself.

      They returned to camp where a fire was burning and a few wild birds were roasting. The smell of it was something close to duck, savory and rich, the drippings sizzling in the fire every few seconds. Cade ate the most, as usual, his Lycan Metabolism fueling his body but requiring almost more than all three women combined.

      It was a nice feeling though, to stuff yourself silly and only to receive mock scorn. He could see it in their eyes that they thought his habits endearing. Just hope we don’t run out of food. If so, I doubt I’ll be so amusing then.

      Minda gave an extended version of their encounter with the guinea gryph and the subsequent battle with the spider. It was well-animated, and she even stood to give the details. The best part, of course, was when she jumped off of a bench, falling into a deep crouch, her eyes flickering in the orange firelight, and pretended to stab a giant spider in their midst.

      “Hold on! Where the fuck did you find that spear by the way? You just happened to pick up a hardened bamboo spear while I wasn’t looking?” Cade asked, his curiosity getting to him.

      Minda shook her head, still crouching before them, and took a bit of a pear she held in her hand. “I simply enchanted it. If I can make plants grow in the shapes I want them to, then why not a spear? It was easy. Only worked because the shoot was already the right size and only needed a hardened point.”

      “You’re fucking genius, girl,” Cade said admiringly. Then laughed as she stood dramatically and sauntered back to her seat.

      Then the two were congratulated on their level up. Cade told them of his new trait and skill as well as the Attributes he’d chosen. He ended it by hoisting his weapon for them all to inspect, showing off the upgrades he’d given Mr. McGregor.

      “Inspect it. This thing is becoming a regular Swiss Army Knife,” he encouraged.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Mr. McGregor Blast-Axe Level 4

      

        

      
        Primary Weapon System - Battle Axe

        Base Damage - 70% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Slashing

        Attack Speed - Medium

        Mods: Razor’s Edge, Herculean Hammer, Mana Spear

      

        

      
        Secondary Weapon System - Blast Staff

        Base Damage - 70% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Ether Blast

        Attack Speed - Instant

        Recharge Rate: 27 seconds (Intelligence score 15)

        Mods: Slug Shot, Double Tap, Explosive Shot
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        * * *

      

      Satemi asked to hold the weapon and made a grand effort of seeming impressed. “For an axe, it isn’t half bad. I see it has a baby spear growing on its tip too.”

      That drew a laugh, but they all admired the six-inch shimmering spike tipping the axe. The mana pulsed slightly when it passed through the air and was very impressive to look upon. “Here, let me see it. I’ll show you its other delightful quality,” Cade asked, hand held out.

      She returned the weapon, and he aimed the blast staff high up on the cliff face and fired an Explosive Round. The projectile was slow, coming out so much like an M40 grenade launcher it filled Cade’s heart with murderous delight. It landed with a burst of pure white, and tiny fragments of rock spilled to the ground several seconds later.

      “That would have been nice to use on the spider,” Minda pointed out, and he had to agree.

      Then Cade wanted to slap himself on the forehead. He wasn’t the only one with a level up. “What about you though? I got so caught up in my own choices I forgot to ask about yours. Please tell me you chose something combat-related.”

      Rather than answer, Minda extended her staff, and after a brief but incomprehensible chant, summoned no less than nine daggers in the air before her. By the looks of them, they were made of wood. Each was suffused and surrounded by glowing green mana. And before Cade could open his stupid mouth and ask the obvious, Minda showed them what she could do with the weapons.

      With a tiny flick of her finger, she sent one of the daggers flying towards Cade. It sunk into the log bench below him and shuddered there a moment. “By the drooping balls of my grandfather! Minda,” he shouted, standing up in alarm. “If I was any older, or if it was simply a really hot day, that might have done some damage. You’re lucky my boys are tucked up and away for the night.”

      “Yeah, until you are warmed by the furs again. I swear, last time you slept near me I woke up and saw you with your legs spread open. Was like looking at an ancient billygoat,” Satemi teased, her white teeth shining.

      Cade laughed too, knowing there must be times when sleeping with a big, sweaty man wasn’t that exciting. “Just no more knives thrown at my junk, okay?”

      Minda nodded, then turned toward the wooden storage shed that Satemi had made. With three more flicks, she sent daggers rocketing through the night air. They landed at the same time, forming the points of a diamond a few feet apart. Pushing her palm out, the rest flew in a wave, smashing into a log at the diamond’s center.

      When she looked back to the group, her eyes were excited and begging for affirmation.

      “Damn, woman! You could kill a flock of birds in a single attack!” Cade noted.

      “Or nine golden-fleeced lions,” Satemi growled.

      Ketzal flinched at this last reference, and Satemi apologized.

      “It’s okay. Just didn’t expect it. He’s… still in my dreams. Probably a side effect of the mind control,” the demoness admitted, shame evident in her eyes.

      Satemi’s features grew violent, and Cade thought she might throw out some colorful string of profanity. Instead, she sighed and rested a hand on Ketzal’s back. “Hey, did you have something to show us? Your new Occupation?”

      Ketzal shook her head, her silky black hair and golden horns reflecting the firelight. “No. Tomorrow, I will show you all. You’ll be impressed.”

      “I’m sure we will. Now, I will take first watch. Bellows and I have some star-gazing to do. Get to bed, everyone. Cade, I’ll wake you in three hours,” Satemi said, and before anyone could brook an argument, she drew her swords and walked out toward the slope that led up to Camp Casmeer.

      Cade shrugged. His body was so sore it felt like he’d fucked a football team last night and lived to tell the tale. He hobbled into the grand sleeping structure Minda had grown for them and climbed into the furs, Minda on his left and Ketzal on his right.

      Still nervous about how to treat the demoness, Cade turned his back to her and faced Minda. A thread of silver moonlight fell onto her features, and he swore he saw a thread of anger pass there. She leaned forward and whispered in his ear. “She does not yet feel welcome. No need to fuck the poor girl, but throw an arm around her at least!” The words came out like a hiss, and Cade doubted Ketzal hadn’t heard.

      He rolled back over, but before he put his arm over her, Cade called out in his mind. Ketzal. Do you mind if I hold you? No response came, so he tried again, this time emphasizing his thoughts. Ketzal! Are you there?

      Her body jumped, but shortly after, she responded. Yes, I’m here. What is it?

      I asked if I could hold you.

      As an answer, she wiggled backward, her backside brushing up against him. Cade wrapped his arm around her waist, and fought not to immediately react. Again her smell filled him with longing. Cinders and incense burning, a hint of clove. How do you smell so good? he asked, knowing she would answer.

      Her body shook with faint laughter. I do not try. But I have heard that humans are attracted to a demon in many ways. You have a smell too, you know?

      Yeah, I’m certain I do. Sorry for that, Cade admitted. Living in the jungle half naked with a waterfall for a shower and no proper soap wasn’t the best way to stave off body odor.

      It isn’t bad. It is… earthy. I will leave it at that.

      Cade’s fit of laughter woke Minda behind him, but rather than give him shit for it, she pushed her butt against his and went back to sleep. In a few moments, she was purr snoring again.

      Why didn’t you answer me last time? And why haven’t you been speaking to me in my mind like you used to? Cade wondered, noting the shift in the girl’s behavior.

      He felt her head shake from side to side. Sorry. I want to, but it takes effort now. I feel I have been wounded by Vormer’s mind manipulation. He had compelled me before, pushed at me with his will, but when he controlled my body and mind completely, like he does his city guards, it was different.

      Cade squeezed her to him, trying not to focus on the tremendous amount of hip he was holding. She pushed closer once more, and he swallowed, feeling her ample behind press against him. Ketzal was a serious woman. Her curves could make a snake jealous. She was, as Cade had heard growing up, built like a fucking brick house.

      Then he gasped when he felt her tail twitch against his leg. He’d forgotten about it entirely. And for some unknown fucking reason, just like her horns and her purple skin, it seemed sexy. She wasn’t a 3D rendered picture of a demon girl, she was the real thing, and her proportions and anatomy seemed as natural as Minda’s fur and pointed teeth.

      Remembering how close her breasts were, heavy and yielding, didn’t help him relax. Thinking of her thick legs and the squishy expanse of her ass had his heart racing. He fought to guard his thoughts, but it was no use. Ketzal giggled, then gripped his hand.

      Sorry, he thought.

      Don’t be. I am flattered, she replied.

      Knowing it was too soon, and that his body needed rest more than ever, he let fatigue take over. It was the only thing to slow his mind.

      The morning came in a blur of inappropriate dreams. His dick was a harpoon, and he found Ketzal had politely tucked a few furs between them. He didn’t blame her. Having a sword at your back all night wasn’t the best way to get sleep.

      Realizing Satemi hadn’t woken him, he trudged out of the shelter and found his three women having breakfast by the fire. “You didn’t wake me for guard duty,” he complained, feeling like a caveman with his hair amuck and his posture still bent from sleeping.

      “I took turns with Bellows. No worries. You all needed your rest, and I will take a long nap today,” Satemi said, taking a sip of something hot from one of her carved wooden cups.

      Minda spoke up next, pointing to Cade’s groin. “Instead of yapping at her, you might want to go take a cold shower up at the falls. Something vile followed you out of your furs.”

      Cade blushed but refused to cover himself as he walked over and sat down near the fire.

      They left him alone with his breakfast, and though his grumpy mood clung to him, when Satemi handed him a cup of something steaming hot, he had to give it up.

      Sipping the liquid, he noted it tasted bitter and earthy, almost like tea but bolder. “Shit! What is this?” he asked, drinking deeper.

      “Carmor Seed tea. It has a mild stimulant effect, so it was a favorite at the old village. I found a tiny bush in our grove. Minda enchanted it last week and it blew up. Should help with that tiny splash of asshole you still have on your face,” Satemi said, giggling at the last. “What happened last night anyway? Feeling… frustrated?”

      Having the tea warming his hands, and already feeling a tiny buzz shoot into his nerves, he let the jab go. “Yeah, yeah. So, I’ve been thinking, we should call on our shared demon friend. I think we need to find out what is happening with these spiders, if he knows at least.”

      Minda took the lead and called out in a sing-song voice, “Pablo! Come join us, please!”

      The purple creature formed, this time taking on a long and sinewy figure that looked like a distant cousin to a horse. Its legs stretched further and its feet each had toes that gripped the edge of the log he formed on. Pablo’s form was tremendous, and as he turned slightly, Cade saw sunlight rippling off long feathers.

      “I am here, Minda! And a pleasure to see you all. I have some news myself, so be quick.”

      “We came across a nasty creature yesterday, a horde spider. Have you ever heard of them before? We were worried, because if there truly is a horde, we might be in serious trouble,” Minda explained.

      Pablo nodded his long head, and when he spoke, Cade saw a row of sharp teeth in his mouth. What the blazes is that creature? he wanted to ask, but decided to keep his curiosity at bay for now.

      “Horde spiders, yes. They have been here in Antinium since the beginning. Vile enemies, but honestly they can be good neighbors. You didn’t happen to kill one, did you?”

      Cade coughed in his fist, anxiety settling in his guts. “We killed a scout.”

      Pablo shook his head. The mane of writhing tentacles wavered in the air around him. “That isn’t good, but it might not be a problem considering it was a scout. If you looted the body, it should have disappeared by now, absorbed back into the world. If the horde does not find the corpse, they will not follow. Was it close by?”

      “Atop the bluff behind us. Maybe five or six miles up the mountain,” Minda answered.

      “Well, that is concerning. But scouts can venture as much as fifty miles away from their nest. So the chances are your new village is still relatively safe. For now, I have more concerning news.”

      Everyone focused on the little purple demon and the tension in the air grew considerable. Never before had he approached them with information. It was usually a one-way request.

      He cleared his throat and continued. “Normally, I am not allowed to influence this world directly. That includes knowledge of events that are occurring elsewhere. However, Vormer and his foul Aten have broken several rules. Cade, do you remember when you tried to summon me and you couldn’t?” When Cade nodded, Pablo finished. “That was Aten’s doing. The Burning God has been trying to thwart your efforts. This transgression alone was worthy of concern to The Council. But what Vormer has been doing to the portal… is something else.”

      “The abyss creatures,” Ketzal said in a whisper.

      “Just so. Never before has a citizen of Antinium sought to draw energy from outside the world. It is disrupting the balance here, and will cause serious problems.”

      Fear gnawed at Cade’s chest. He had to ask. “What kind of problems, Pablo?”

      “We do not know. However, as the rules have been broken, I have been permitted great liberties. A new champion has arrived to Antinium, one that may prove vital in the fight against Vormer. She has escaped the city and is now making her way toward the Toth mountains. A contingent of Silver Guards and Vormer himself pursue her. It is your duty to seek her out and ensure she survives long enough to grow powerful.”

      “How can we find her?” Satemi asked, all business and concern.

      Pablo shook out his long neck, perhaps his form’s way of expressing anxiety. “I have issued you all a quest as well as populated your map with the location. Take this day to prepare, but if you do not leave tomorrow, you will fail.”

      His warning left them all with a sense of impending change, and Cade downed his tea. There was work to be done if they were all to head off on some gallant mission tomorrow. And whoever this woman was that needed their help, Cade just hoped she could hold on long enough without them.
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            A Hell of a Pony Show

          

        

      

    

    
      Camp Casmeer was alive with activity. Minda was arm deep in the earth, harvesting what herbs and ingredients she could for an evening of planned crafting and preparation. Satemi had hidden herself in the workshop she’d finally finished, a ramshackle hut big enough to house an elephant and filled with a few tables, stacks of leather, and the crude tools she’d managed to make. And Ketzal had taken Bellows on a walk to find more food.

      Much had changed in the week they’d been here. Their sleeping structure was fully grown, the trees twisting off at the top of the building and even growing a wide ring of branches. Those filled with leaves, and a vast shadow was cast now, providing them with moving but predictable shade.

      The waterfall still tumbled down the cliff wall behind them, its constant chatter now an irreplaceable part of the day.

      Satemi had been working like a savage. Aside from her workshop, Cade had an Alchemical Hut, as she called it, and Minda had several crude but strong farming implements.

      Ketzal didn’t need any structure or tools for her Occupation, and only Minda knew what she’d chosen to replace her old one. Apparently Vormer had forced her to select a Minstrel Occupation, and not only record his “good deeds,” but predictably put them to song.

      Two new shelters were growing up as the first had, side projects Minda had begun a few days ago. They could be used for additional storage when the trees that made them up were finished growing, but all of them hoped the village would somehow grow. With news of another woman needing their aid, it seemed their gamble had paid off.

      Finally, Satemi had crafted benches for the fire, a more intricate meat-roasting apparatus with a silly but effective crank to turn whatever unlucky beast was cooking over the fire.

      Camp Casmeer was the home Cade never knew he needed.

      His own efforts were centered around the latest of his creations. After finding some clay in the stream nearby, and experimenting with firing it into something hard enough to endure being used as a grenade casing, he had given up his quest to create an acid bomb. Yet when Minda managed to enchant a seed husk, the results were incredible.

      Before she’d augmented the plant, the husks grew to double the size of a walnut. After, it was the size of Cade’s fist. And somehow, when the ether had charged the husk, it made the material durable enough to withstand the acid. In a test run, the seed pod gave way to the corrosion after nearly ten minutes. Storing another Acid Pod in his Inventory, Cade brought it out a few hours later, then restarted the clock. Sure enough, at around nine minutes and fifteen seconds, a hole opened on the side of the pod. Confirming with Pablo later gave Cade the confidence he needed. If he stored the Acid Pods in his Inventory, they would last as long as he drew breath.

      Cade had a pile of a dozen Acid Pods, five Bang Sticks, and two more large Boom Sticks. It was enough to start a pretty rowdy party, and Cade felt proud. He remained excited to see what other wonders his grubby hands could come up with when his Alchemical Engineering Occupation leveled up once more and he gained access to more nefarious recipes.

      His other Occupation, Apothecary, had been less exciting to work with but in the long run, maybe more helpful. Every member of their village now carried three of the Staunching Poultices he’d made with the Scorching Sweet Potatoes. If anyone was bleeding out, they would most likely be saved, though on a test run when Cade had been injured during a sparring match with Satemi, he knew it was a painful treatment.

      Finally, they all had three Healing Tinctures as well. These did very little healing, but had immediate effects. And as a side bonus, instead of burning like hell fire, it only caused a little itching.

      His latest recipe unlocked in Apothecary was quite interesting. He read the recipe once more and rubbed his hands together.
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        Draught of Might (Requirements: Powdered Diaphanous Moth Wings, Horde Fungus Paste, Egg Yolks (3))
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        * * *

      

      Horde fungus, huh? And I’m sure that has nothing to do with fucking spiders. The Draught of Might was most certainly a weapon he wanted. If there was a way to boost his strength or that of his allies, he wanted it. Considering the use of such an item, he realized that the boar might benefit from it the most, especially if it increased Strength like he thought it would.

      Cade’s own thoughts were drifting when he heard someone approaching from behind him.

      “Enough to kill a lion I should hope,” Satemi said. Then added, “Minda wants us to meet her and Ketzal down near the clearing. Maybe put those away for now?”

      He handed over her share of the weapons and stored the rest to distribute later. Then Cade rose and walked with Satemi down the slope where they could see Minda talking with Ketzal. Bellows was rooting in the earth, trying to dig up tubers or fungus perhaps.

      “What is it? I hear there is to be some kind of demonstration,” Cade asked.

      Minda opened her arms and gestured at Ketzal as if she were a prize horse. “Ketzal the magnificent would like to display the progress she’s made in her Occupation. Take a seat over there, guys.”

      The demoness smiled, her face showing equal parts nervous and excited. Minda ran over to sit by Cade, and the show began.

      Ketzal cleared her throat. “Bellows, come here, boy!”

      The huge boar didn’t listen. If anything, his hunt was renewed, and he plunged his tusks into the earth.

      Expecting such a refusal, Ketzal gave them all a wink. “As you can see, the big oaf prefers food to discipline. But watch when I try this. Bellows, Veni!”

      This time, the muscles of the boar’s flanks rippled as he turned and bounded to her immediately. He stood rigid, his chest blowing out gouts of humid breath as he awaited her next command. She shouted another. “Bellows, Custodia!” Bellows promptly moved before Ketzal and fell on his massive rump. Rather than look relaxed, his eyes shone with focus.

      Cade was going to clap when Ketzal performed another command. “Bellows, Supplico!”

      The boar moved to Ketzal’s side and kneeled before her. In a deft motion, she vaulted up onto his back. When she was seated she commanded him to rise. “Bellows, Scansio!”

      When the demoness lifted her hands, the entire village—Cade, Minda, and Satemi—exploded in applause. Their obvious joy in Ketzal’s accomplishment caused her face to blush. It was delightful to Cade how when most people blushed, their skin darkened. Ketzal’s deep purple became more pale, turning magenta in her cheeks, some of the display even coloring her neck and chest.

      She released the boar who immediately returned to the hole he was digging up. And they all gathered around her to give more affirmation.

      “That is really going to help when we need to ride the bastard into battle,” Cade said. “I wouldn’t want to rely on traditional training. So your Occupation, what is it called, and what else can you do?”

      “My Occupation is Beast Caller. I chose it as my sole Occupation unlike all of you. Having two would be nice, but by choosing this one alone, I have increased its potential. For now, I can command our friend here, but have a small chance at communicating with other creatures as well. The more intelligent they are and the higher I level up my skill, the more likely I will be able to achieve that goal,” Ketzal said, staring at Bellows' backside with affection as he tore into the ground.

      Satemi crossed her arms, her face shifting into the one she used when considering battle tactics. “And will you eventually be able to tame these beasts then? That could be useful in a fight.”

      But Ketzal shook her head. “No. I can train any animal that is already under our command. Yet if you think of it, just being able to speak with something that is about to attack could be more than a little beneficial. Besides, it sure beats singing songs to a bastard like Vormer.”

      Satemi begrudgingly agreed, the mention of her nemesis giving her all the excuse she needed to be thankful Ketzal was no longer a fucking minstrel.

      Show said and done with, they all returned to camp for lunch.

      It was a light meal as there was to be a formal feast that night, and soon, everyone was at work once more. Cade, finished with what he could do with his own Occupation, made sure they had ample food for their journey, and that meant stocking up for Bellows. He collected as much fruit as their small grove of trees could yield and inspected the spider meat. There were twenty units of the stuff, and when he pulled it out of his Inventory, he discovered it was white, almost like crab.

      Tossing a heavy cube over to Bellows, Cade was satisfied to see the beast tear into his meal and then look up at him for more. They didn’t have much to waste, but Cade threw him one more and told him to go hunting. When he wouldn’t listen, Ketzal gave him a few commands, and he thankfully obeyed.

      Cade helped Minda finish up her own chores. The sun was only just beginning to set when all was done. Only Satemi remained in her workshop, hammering away and occasionally cursing the gods of creation.

      “Satemi! Want to wash up with us?” Cade asked. But all he got in response was a growl.

      He walked up the hill to bathe in the waterfall with Minda and Ketzal. At first, he was driven by the innocent and earnest desire to rid himself of the dirt and sweat of a day’s honest labor. But as they began stripping off their clothing, everything changed.

      To his credit, Cade kept his cool. Watching Minda run into the waterfall, her cute tits bouncing with each step, was a sight he had grown accustomed to, if not fully immune. Ketzal was another creature entirely. She took off the plate armor she had from her service in Tanrial, then stripped off her clothes. Her skin was the same fathomless purple as her face, but he noted that her sex was bare and her nipples were almost black.

      Her breasts drooped when they were free of her armor and clothing, the weight and size of them paralyzing Cade where he stood.

      She caught him staring and laughed, her tail swishing behind her. Then she turned and entered the spray of the waterfall. It careened off of her horns, making her black hair spill down her back. The two women scrubbed themselves down with stones and talked about the silly man who still hadn’t entered the shower, standing stiff as a spear and twice as dumb.

      Finally, he shook his head and walked in. If anything glorious does happen, I should at least be clean, he thought. Dutifully, he scrubbed himself down, scraping away the filth.

      Focusing his mind was beyond a challenge though. Each time he felt himself begin to relax, he would see Minda with her mouth open, drinking the water and laughing, her white fur practically glowing in the falls. If not her, then Ketzal would bend to give attention to a foot. Her thighs rising up from the water were pillars of sexuality, and her curved ass was everything Cade dreamed of. She had the proportions of a pin-up girl, her soft belly curving, her hips angled and powerful.

      Taking a shower with two gorgeous women had him erect and speechless for the duration. The night’s frustrated sleep hadn’t helped at all.

      Minda whispered to Ketzal and the demoness nodded, laughing a little. Cade was about to dismiss himself, not wanting to upset his company when Ketzal spoke. “Come closer, Cade. I want to tell you something.”

      He walked forward, staring into her massive brown eyes. “What is it? I was about to leave.”

      “You can if you wish. But I wanted to thank you for all you’ve done. And though I am… timid still, to lie with a man, I wanted to give you this.” She moved toward him, her hands cupping his shoulders, and pressed her lips to his.

      Her face and mouth were as soft as the rest of her. Her breasts pressed into his chest, and her skin felt hot to the touch despite the relatively warm waterfall. Again, he felt his cock hitch, its knotted root pulsing within him.

      “Gods, Ketzal. You’re so sexy,” he mumbled, and she kissed him again. This time she opened her mouth and her tongue met his. The taste of her was like her smell: sacred cinders and burned spices.

      The kiss was endless, and Cade’s heart beat against hers, his hands moving down her slim back and holding her to him. Then another voice cleared his mind momentarily. “Excuse me, guys. I’m here too,” Minda said.

      Ketzal turned to her, and the two women kissed. They were almost of a height with one another, but Minda was shorter by an inch. Seeing the beastkin girl wrap her arms around Ketzal’s neck and kiss her with passion and precision made Cade’s head swoon. She even reached up and touched the demon’s golden horns with affection.

      They both smiled and shared a private laugh, and then Minda motioned for Ketzal to continue. When he felt certain the beastkin woman was going to leave them, she instead crouched down and took him into her mouth.

      She began at his tip, but was gripping the shaft of his sex, her other hand cupping his bottom. Cade groaned with the burn of it. And then he kissed Ketzal once more. She grew bolder, her tongue as graceful and articulate as she was.

      He allowed his hands to move down her body, to grip and lift one of her ass cheeks, and wrap around the back of her neck.

      Occasionally, they broke apart to observe Minda’s efforts. With increasing speed, the beastkin worked his cock, stroking and licking the length of him. Predictably, she was also teasing herself, never one to wait to join the fun.

      As he watched Minda’s delicate wrist moving side to side, taking in Ketzal’s perfume and the press of her breasts into his ribs, he collapsed inside.

      The levy broke, the glass ceiling erupted, and Cade spilled all of his frustration and lust into Minda’s mouth. He felt her bite the tip of him gently, her mouth vibrating with a moan as she came shortly after.

      Ketzal grinned at him and squeezed his ass in return. “Maybe soon we can do more. Would that be okay?”

      The way she fucking asks?! Cade screamed in his mind, and for a moment, he felt he might regain his excitement. Instead, he sighed and nodded. “Yes, Ketzal. I would like nothing more.”

      Minda started getting dressed at the water’s edge and teased him. “I sure hope that isn’t true, Cade. When we get back tonight, I am pretty sure Satemi is gonna be hungry for a little Chimera. You’d better save some of that juice.”

      “Honestly, I am not sure there is any danger of running out. With women as amazing as you three around me all the time, what else am I to do?” Cade asked, his mind still fuzzy from a departing orgasm and a heart grown increasingly heavy with affection.

      They returned to camp together, and the night wore on. Satemi emerged briefly to eat, and when Minda insisted she rest for the night, the Amazon scolded her. “No, Minda. I am almost done, and you will all be grateful.”

      “Fine then, but I am taking first watch. You will sleep through the night,” Minda replied, and from Satemi’s nod, Cade knew she was so exhausted she would accept the offer.

      A skin of jungle wine was passed around the fireplace, and Cade told a few of his old war stories. Ketzal described her homeland, a place where Brimstone bath houses burned through the night, and where dragons flew across the endless sky.

      Minda took her turn. She told them of her work, trying to find a gene that could splice their people with a molecule they’d found in deep space. Nothing less than practical immortality was at stake. The molecule could reshape itself into any other, something almost like a stem cell but applicable to any material.

      “Imagine,” she said, “having a body made of steel or stone? Yes, it might not feel the same, but would it ever break down? Would you ever truly die? The possibilities are endless.”

      “Sounds like a nightmare to me,” a tired Satemi said. “But enough chit chat, everyone. I have something epic to show you all.”

      The woman held up her hands and shook a huge harness of leather and wood, her face mad with excitement in the firelight. She was a force to reckon with on the battlefield, but it seemed she had also turned into an ingenious craftsman overnight.
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            From a Valley Deep, the Harem Rides

          

        

      

    

    
      Seeing the contraption set atop Bellows' back, it appeared entirely more organized than it had heaped up in Satemi’s arms. It was a saddle, of sorts. Or three saddles in one.

      Atop the broad-backed pig, a double saddle rested firmly, tied to the horns that were just beginning to protrude from Bellows’ crown. On either side of his belly hung additional saddles, made so that Satemi and Minda could half sit and half stand on stirrups that swung below. It had a mess of straps, and it took the group nearly an hour to get it fitted in place and snug in all the right places, but when they were done, Cade had to admit it looked something fierce.

      The saddle wasn’t Satemi’s only gift to their village either. Everyone got a new piece of armor. Cade, having sacrificed his vest for Minda, got two. He examined the vest first with the jealousy and admiration of a child.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Durable Leather Vest

      

        

      
        Quality: Good

      

        

      
        Description: Provides moderate to superior reduction in slashing and piercing damage.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t just a higher quality than Satemi’s previous work, a product of skill gains in her Occupation, but she had improved the vest by layering it three times across the chest and abdomen. The shoulder straps and the sides were only a single sheet of leather, which allowed for increased flexibility.

      The new piece of armor was perhaps even more exciting.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Durable Leather Faulds

      

        

      
        Quality: Good

      

        

      
        Description: Provides moderate to superior reduction in slashing and piercing damage.
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        * * *

      

      “Can’t believe I’m so excited to wear a skirt!” Cade called out as he climbed atop Bellows.

      Satemi’s tone was firm and committed. “Not a skirt, Cade. We’ve gone over this. It will protect your thighs, which are as vulnerable to mortal injury as your abdomen.”

      “I know, I know. Still looks like a fucking skirt though. Description calls them faulds. Honestly, never heard of them, but I have seen movies with dudes wearing them. This though, this is what really blew my mind, Satemi. It is nothing less than savage!” Cade said, and drew out his brand-new dagger.

      As the blade slid free from the sheath on his hip, he marveled at its polished black surface. Hopefully you won’t break like Vormer’s little toy did.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Drakeling Dagger

      

        

      
        Quality: Superior

      

        

      
        Description: Causes moderate to severe piercing damage. Armor penetration increased.
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        * * *

      

      Minda had received one as well. Apparently, Satemi had found time throughout the week to work on the two weapons and had only last night finished the leather sheaths. The blade had a slashing edge, though it was only marginally sharp. Enough to slash through skin, sure, yet even leather armor could deflect it. But the point was fierce. It was only seven inches long. The root of the tooth had been ground into a fine handle, which Satemi had wrapped in hide. Gripping it in his hand, Cade imagined sinking it into Vormer’s neck.

      “I’m glad you like your toys, Cade. Now, let Ketzal have her seat back, please.”

      Satemi’s tone had taken on entirely too much liberty of late. Bossing me about? Ha, who is the leader here anyway, who is the Chimera Lord?

      But of course, Cade moved back to take his seat behind Ketzal. Yes, I wanted to drive. I am man enough to admit that. And I’m man enough to know that she is the only one who can. Helping Ketzal up into her saddle in front of his, he justified giving up the coveted position. Shotgun… I’m riding shotgun. That is always cool.

      Despite his misgivings, he was proud of Ketzal as she sank into the saddle, and seeing that Minda and Satemi were on board, shouted for Bellows to get moving.

      The boar was beginning to slow his incredible growth spurt. Each day he was a bit bigger, and Cade wasn’t exactly sure how long he would grow. But in the first few days after they’d captured him, Bellows had exploded. He was at least nine feet tall at the shoulders, and maybe fifteen ass to snout. So when he fell into a comfortable trot, jostling his passengers terribly, Cade doubted he felt the extra weight at all.

      Their first obstacle was the Earthen Apes. Cade made to trigger the Canopy of Occlusion, but held off. Would the fuckers really challenge us now?

      He wanted to see what their reactions would be, but taking the risk wasn’t worth it. He triggered the ability, and though they were prancing on the back of a five-thousand-pound boar, the apes had trouble pinpointing them. Cade had his fun though. As the beast crashed through the foliage, hooves slamming into the ground with each step, they scattered, screaming at the heavens. He wondered if they were blurry or outright invisible. It didn’t matter though, for the apes all fled to the tops of the trees in terror.

      Then they progressed out through the valley, and after that, up a mountain so they came to the same bluff they camped on in the bamboo forest. Feeling confident no abyss cats would jump out at them, the group took a break there. Saddle sore and bodies tingling with vibration overdose, it was a rest for them more than for Bellows. As they ate a light meal, though, he did find a rotting carcass left by some predator who’d had its fill already.

      He cracked bones and tore through what looked to have been a type of deer in less than five minutes. Then he fell on his side and slept.

      “Progress is good,” Satemi said, “but I wish Pablo’s quest was more specific."

      Cade agreed, and brought up the information once more in an attempt to decode its meaning.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Quest: A Woman Most Wild

      

        

      
        Difficulty: Extreme

      

        

      
        Reward: Opportunity to kill Vormer and some of the Silver Guards. Gain a new Ally.

      

        

      
        Description: Pablo has told you of the plight of a woman recently resurrected to Antinium. This new ally is heading toward the Toth Mountains in an attempt to find safety. You must find her and carry her away in less than 48 hours or she will perish. Bonus XP and additional rewards available should you manage to take Vormer’s life.
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        * * *

      

      Shaking his head, Cade said in a frustrated voice, “Got to find the girl and do some killing. No specifics though. The only good thing is that the last time I checked my map, the marker had moved. I think it is locked onto her exact location.”

      Minda chimed in. “Yes, you’re right. I thought as much, but it just jumped again. She is still a day’s ride away. If the terrain doesn’t turn on us, we should be able to find her tomorrow morning or midday.”

      Cade produced his waterskin and said with finality, “Well let’s just keep backtracking and then follow the Toth Mountains south until we leave the jungle. Should be a straight shot after that.”

      They ended their break shortly after, and roused Bellows. He was far from happy to be ridden once more. It didn’t seem he minded the burden but rather not having the ability to do nothing most of the day that upset him. Still, with Ketzal’s sharp, barking commands, he was trotting through the jungle again as sure as the shits after a whiskey night.

      Their pace was commendable. Bellows did not seem to be straining at all and yet they moved somewhere around fifteen miles an hour. It felt like sprinting through the dense foliage, and though there was little to do but hold on and keep an eye on the bushes to either side, as nobody wanted to be ambushed, traveling in this manner was satisfying.

      As a 240 gunner in Iraq, Cade lived like this for a full year. He chuckled to himself when he realized that he was a backseat rider then too. A Stryker combat vehicle looked like a tank to an idiot. Instead of tracks though, it had wheels, and it ran on a turbine engine. When designing the things, the engineers had to put limits to the machines' top speeds. You get something that weighs that much and try to take a tight turn going sixty miles an hour, and suddenly the whole thing is rolling.

      The effect would be similar should Bellows roll. Being halfway out of a hatch when a massive vehicle rolled would be the best way to get cut in half or smashed beyond recognition. This possibility was perhaps one of the most terrifying aspects of constantly being outside the Stryker as they drove through the myriad streets of Mosul.

      Worse yet, as they were packing their duffles and going down long checklists of odd or incompletely described items, their squad leader told them of a Stryker accident in the city they would soon inhabit.

      “Fuckers went straight off the bridge into the river. The whole squad died. We need to be fucking careful out there, guys. That means you too, Orn. No crazy shit, okay, fucker?”

      Their squad leader was a good man. Dip-stained uniforms and an ugly face, but he wanted them all to stay safe. It was pure grace that the man became their platoon leader before they deployed. If he hadn’t been there to say no to a dozen commands given by dumbass lieutenants, things would have been a good deal worse for them all.

      To this day though, Cade had never been called fucker so many times. It was like a verbal tic that Cade of course picked up after a time.

      Shaking away images and memories of the past, Cade focused on the trip, watching the jungle change faces over and over. By now, they’d left all that was familiar behind. The mountains loomed to their left, ever-veering south, and their fleshy battle-wagon ripped down game trails or made new ones. More than once, one of the women to either side was nearly swept from their seats as Bellows decided to cut a turn around a tree a little close. Without Ketzal’s corrections, the entire process would be impossible.

      Finally, the constant cover of trees, vines and infinitely diverse plants broke open. Coming out into grassland after such a dense terrain felt almost like falling.

      In the distance, they could of course see Tanrial. The garish towers and domes of a city designed to house them all, and suddenly off limits was a hard thing to witness. Ketzal looked away, and Cade noticed a rogue tear sweeping down her rounded cheek. She was so beautiful it hurt, and predictably, seeing her cry made a seven-headed beast rise within Cade. Rather than curse Vormer or make promises he could not yet keep, he caught the tear in his finger, and gripped her waist tighter.

      She smiled, appreciating the gesture, and he felt her sigh, some of the tension bleeding away.

      Then Ketzal gave Bellows a light kick and shouted, “Curre!”

      Bellows fell into a loping run, their speed doubling and the boar taking on a grunting chuff as he bounded along. The strength required to make so much flesh move so quickly was astounding.

      Looking down to either side, he saw first Minda holding a fist up, her face wide in a smile of unbridled joy. “This is amazing!” she cried over the crashing hooves.

      Cade laughed and looked next to Satemi. She had no joy in her eyes, rather an ecstatic and satisfied rage. She bared her teeth then yelled in a voice loud enough to command a thousand men, “It won’t be long until we are strong enough to regain the city. This will be our grand entrance!” She stood in her stirrups, drawing one of her long swords and pointed it at the hated city. The gesture was a promise, a way of allowing her to focus on their current quest yet not have to deny her ultimate intent.

      Their speed brought them closer to the foot of the mountains within an hour, and their progress slowed. Ketzal called a break again, and they let Bellows rest for another hour. It was a little past noon and already they’d driven the poor beast over halfway to the destination. Cade checked his map and saw the woman was just a bit higher up in the mountains than before, but not much. He imagined she might have found some place defensible. If she’d escaped the city against Vormer’s wishes, she would have had the wherewithal to know she was being followed. He just hoped, whoever she was, that the woman could hold out long enough for them to reach her.

      Imagining the look on Vormer’s fair face when they attacked his soldiers from behind would be infinitely satisfying.

      After a meal, Cade and his girls spent a few minutes rubbing down Bellows’ hide with handfuls of soil. Ketzal had learned from him in a strange display of communication, that he adored the feel of a good mud bath. And since the area was dry, dirt would do nearly just as well.

      Ketzal was adorable as she snorted and chuffed, using her feet and body to speak in the simple language of the boar. Cade wasn’t the only one who thought as much. He spotted Minda with her hands pressed to her mouth, bouncing on her toes slightly. Satemi watched, arms crossed, and approved with a smile.

      Their newest member was becoming invaluable already. They’d survived as three well enough, but with four in their village, and a boar baby to boot, they were all beginning to feel more confident in their mutual survival.

      At last, they mounted once more and took to the foothills in a slow trot. As the slopes grew steep, that became a walk, and a couple hours later, everyone dismounted to walk.

      The Toth mountains weren’t as tall and imposing as the distant Borman Mountains to the north. The Bormans were so tall their heads and shoulders were draped in snow and clouds obscured much of the rest. Even at this distance, maybe a couple hundred miles Cade surmised, their bulky forms were distinct. Cade thought of a tribe of ancient dwarves who had reclined together, perhaps sharing mead and mutton, and then time had turned them each to stone.

      If the Bormans were dwarven gods, the Toth Mountains looked more like an army of oversized mushrooms. Rounded, red-clay protrusions extended as far as the eye could see. As they grew taller, their smooth sides began to crack and shear off. Yet even at their peaks, no snow had fallen.

      Thinking of snow made Cade consider seasons. What is winter like here? Or summer? Or is this whole place divided by magically contained terrain types and there is no such thing as a season.

      He broached the subject, his words coming out slow as he paced himself, striding up yet another steep incline. Satemi was the one to answer. “No, no seasons to speak of. The ether storms provide as much change as this land can handle. In fact, we are due for another in a week from today. The only good thing about them is how predictable they are. Come every thirty days on the nose.”

      “What are they like?” Cade asked, his mind unable to imagine a magically infused storm.

      It was Minda who responded next. “Terrifying. Sky can grow brighter than day. Everything an electric blue. Strange lightning erupted from any and all directions. Wind to knock down more structures. And then there is the rain itself. There’s so much energy in the air that the rain can become… transformative.”

      “Creatures morph, shift, wither and die or grow to twice their size overnight. It is all very unpredictable,” Ketzal finished, her breathy voice showing how tired she was.

      “That sounds awful,” Cade added. “But what do you all think of finding a place to camp for the night? We are maybe ten miles away from the woman’s location and it will be dark long before we get there. I say we hike on for a mile at most and find some shelter if possible.”

      The women grunted their assent, and they pressed on. The trail wound through a shallow canyon, red stone on either side. Cade had seen a few of the hillocks they were passing had cracked and fallen away, an overhang forming on one side. It was his hope that they might stumble upon one like this with enough shelter for even Bellows to slumber beneath.

      Then Cade noticed a row of bushes to either side of the road that grew in tight patches. They were so dense, he was sure even Bellows would have a hard time pushing through them, though the boar would most likely relish the attempt. As the group entered between the rows, Cade’s pucker factor kicked in. Something was wrong and he knew it. Minda was in the lead, and he walked behind her. Satemi strode behind, and Bellows and Ketzal brought up the rear.

      Minda’s ears flicked nervously, and she turned to him. He saw his same nervousness reflected in her golden eyes.

      That was when the first missile struck Cade in the neck.

      A white-hot pain flashed across his skin, and he yelped, reaching for his axe instinctively.

      Grabbing at his neck, he felt something sharp protruding from it. He tugged it free, blood spilling onto his nape. When he examined it, Cade saw a three-headed throwing star made of carved wood.

      “Yeeeeee!” a tiny voice screamed, and he looked up to see a line of diminutive spearmen flanking them. Concealed behind a ridge of stone, several more of the little creatures stood all taking turns throwing more of the projectiles with vicious aim.

      Minda was struck twice, and cursed, ducking behind the hedge for protection.

      Bellows roared from behind, and Cade could hear the brush being trampled by the boar’s panic. He only hoped Ketzal was wise enough to stay clear of the beast’s hooves.

      Another projectile whizzed toward Cade, and he slapped it away with the flat of his axe.

      In the brief pause that followed, Cade examined their new foes.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Chinrin Skirmisher

        Level 4

        Insectoid Human
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        * * *

      

      No shit! The fucking locals are human… sort of at least. Then that means they die like humans too. Cade turned his blastaxe around and launched his newest Explosive Shot at a group of spear-chuckers. The weapon rocked back in his arms as sweet as a baby, and the golfball-sized lump of mana landed square in the chest of one of the Chinrin tribesmen.

      The blast was more intense to look upon this close. Only thirty feet away, Cade could see the little bastard’s bony carapace shatter with the force, fragments of its body tearing through its companions as well. Though the other two remained alive enough to scree the pain and rage of their wounds, the first was obliterated.

      “Minda, Leaf Storm and that fucking dagger trick. Now!” Cade shouted, and as he glanced to see her position, he was given the satisfaction that the daggers had already formed above her head. She stood up, and sent three flying with quick flicks of her index finger. Two of the daggers sunk into Chinrin chests, the third was deftly dodged.

      Another group of skirmishers popped up and Minda launched the remaining six daggers their way. Of the five skirmishers, only one survived, the rest being skewered by her magically propelled blades. One took a taller Chinrin in the eye so hard it tore free of the beast’s skull, sending a spray of fluids to the ground behind it.

      Cade looked behind him and saw that Bellows was goring a group of the poor creatures, noting a pair of legs dangling from the boar’s mouth. Ketzal had her whip flashing, holding two spearmen at bay. Satemi had found her way through the brush and fought a squad of spearmen, her two swords whirling. He ran to support her, knowing Minda could fight the few creatures that remained in the front of their column.

      Finding a small gap in the brush, Cade plowed through. He emerged in time to see that though Satemi was using wide arcing attacks with her swords, she only did so to keep her foes far enough away that they couldn’t effectively attack. But when she had enough room, she turned to one enemy at a time, dropping them with decisive and economical hacks and stabs. Even as he watched, she plunged the tip of one sword through a Chinrin’s sternum and blocked its feeble spear attack with the other. Shoving the creature off into one of its fellows, she turned to another threat, stepping inside this one’s guard and cracking its face open with a pommel strike, then dropping the blade down to slash across its throat.

      Cade slammed another between the shoulder blades. It crumpled to the ground, thorax shattered. Having seen the effectiveness of his hammer against spiders, he was glad it proved as valuable here. Exoskeletons were good protection against slashing and piercing damage, but not blunt.

      In a flurry of motion, he hammered two more in their middles and ran another through with his new mana spear.

      Spinning to find another target, Cade saw only Satemi glaring at him, her chest heaving. “Why, Cade? I could have finished the lot of them.”

      The surge of energy from the battle began to fade, and Cade stood up from his crouch. “Just wanting to annoy you, I guess.”

      He turned, getting eyes on Ketzal and Bellows, then found Minda walking back down the path. “Is everyone okay?”

      “Good enough!” Minda called back, and when they met between the bushes once more, he saw she had been injured the most. Five of the stars had found her flesh, and she was trying to work the last from the collar of her leather vest. “I am keeping these things. If any more of those bugmen attack, I will kill them with their own weapons.”

      Bellows was the most distraught. Having rampaged a dozen little men was no doubt a treat for him, but the surprise of the attack as well as a spear jutting from above his left eye had thrown off his usual calm demeanor.

      Ketzal removed the weapon and tugged out three more of the Skirmishers' stars. Then Cade used his Restoration of the Grove to begin the healing process. “Let’s split up once more and loot these bastards then get out of here. They were easy enough to kill, but the whole insectoid thing has me worried. If a hundred attacked us, we would be overwhelmed.”

      In no less than five minutes, they’d recovered what resources they could from the battlefield and were marching along, only a few smatterings of dried blood to show for the conflict.

      After another twenty minutes of slow progress, the sun burning like a sacred gem behind Tanrial, they found the shelter Cade had hoped for. Minda set up two small tents, and Cade took the first watch. They all ate a quick meal, and Satemi stood with him, watching the red death of a foreign sun.

      “I gained another level from that fight,” she said.

      “Congratulations.”

      “Thank you. And I am pleased to tell you that my newest skill is one that Vormer will absolutely hate. I have seen him fight before. He is fast and powerful, at least Level 12, though by now I am not sure. Yet he is just a warrior.”

      Then, placing a hand on Cade’s shoulder, the woman stared at him with a fiery passion. “Together, Caderick, we will kill that bastard. And I will wear his skin as a cloak.”

      He gave a nervous chuckle and watched her walk away, ducking into one of the tents. Lucky to have her on my side. I wish I could be sure if she was exaggerating. Though a lion cloak would look rather appealing draped over her shoulders, he thought, then faced the west once more and stood guard while his friends took a much needed and deserved rest.
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            Tucked Between His Bitch-Ass Legs

          

        

      

    

    
      The night passed uneventfully, but upon waking, Cade was surprised with how cold it was, even this low in the mountains. A complete absence of cloud cover might have had something to do with it, but he had gotten used to the jungle’s climate, and this new, arid hill country was different.

      He checked his map once more, and saw that the blip marked Target rested a bit higher in the hills than the day before; it was no more than an additional mile up.

      Yet if this woman was slowing down in her retreat, it could mean a few things. One, which he feared the most, was that Vormer had attacked already. They would have been notified if she had died though, so not all hope was lost. The other more likely option was that the terrain simply became harder to traverse. Steep-sloped hills made it challenging enough, but the trail so far had been clear and wide. What the passes higher up would turn into made him wonder if Bellows would be able to accompany them at all.

      “Minda. Thank you for taking point all day yesterday, but I can take over for now,” Cade said. He saw she wanted to protest, but he explained himself further. “You are the best of us in many regards. I trust your senses and your intuition, so naturally, you fit the position well. Yet you did so all afternoon yesterday, and you need a break. Besides, I do not think it will be hard to detect Vormer or his guards.”

      She scratched behind her ear and nodded, adorable and deadly as always. Then Cade turned to Ketzal. “You and Bellows keep our rear safe. I doubt anyone or anything will be stupid enough to target that oaf, but in case they do, you need to be with him. Satemi,” Cade finished. “I want you to make sure communication is held between all of us. So stay flexible and expect to move. We need to spread out, even further than last time. We were caught off guard yesterday, but kicked ass mostly because we spread their attack out. Thirty feet between each of us as we go. Sound good?”

      Satemi nodded, fierce and absolute in her discipline. Ketzal joked with Minda. “Wow, he is becoming quite the commander. I will be honest though. I like this side of him.”

      “I’m fine with following the Chimera Lord. As long as he doesn’t start barking orders in bed,” Minda added, but the two women also gave him a meaningful look. They were teasing but knew the situation was serious.

      “Sorry. I’m just nervous. We will encounter Vormer, and we have no idea how many guards he has. I’m going to get moving, but Satemi, could you summon the little imp and see if he has any other news?”

      She nodded, so Cade jogged to the trail and began to march.

      As they wound their way higher into the mountains, Cade occasionally would stop and make sure their positioning remained consistent. Bunching up was never a good thing. If Vormer had ranged support, they could all be wounded or killed in a single volley if they walked in a tight group. It was one of the most annoying things about movies. Everyone ambling alone in a war two feet apart was enough to make the hair on the back of his neck stand up.

      The women were disciplined though, incredible soldiers and each unique. He remembered his first patrol through the woods on Ft. Lewis. The slow and methodical pace set by their seasoned E-4. Baines was a tiny man, scrawny with pocked skin and a thick, West Virginian accent. Yet he knew his shit, how to move, how to keep the men from spreading too far out or bottle-necking.

      Learning hand signals, walking heel to toe and avoiding branches, Cade learned to walk in a forest like a soldier. Yet after Minda had finished with him, he felt his training was now complete. All of them were barefoot, their high Constitution scores making their bodies tough enough to endure such abuse. And without boots, Cade felt he could move silently for once, something not at all possible to do in full battle rattle.

      Funny how that experience stuck in his mind even after so many years, and after dying, but in reality, he had never been called upon to move like that during war. Walking the streets of Iraq was a careful balance of making sure you didn’t turn an ankle in a crack in the road while also scanning every alley and rooftop. A maddening game that was never fully possible. As his platoon became more seasoned, they would simply walk. He would look where he could, but glancing in all directions was useless. Instead, he adopted a placid calm, his face a mask. Allowing his other senses to take hold, especially intuition, was key to spotting trouble before it was too late.

      How the women adapted so quickly was beyond him. Satemi had as much or more training than he in her previous life, albeit of an entirely different kind. But Minda had been a scientist! Yet even Ketzal, the least likely in frame and personality was always a dozen paces to the side or front of Bellows, ensuring he remained calm on following their course. How did I get here? he thought as he watched the women progress behind him. Each of them is my equal or more. I’ll be damned if I let them down. So he turned back to the trail, making yet another promise to uphold his end of the partnership they had all created together.

      The morning brightened, and the heat of the sun returned unhindered by leaf or branch. They rested twice, eating lightly and drinking much to remain energetic.

      Each time he checked the map, they were a bit closer, and finally, he saw the woman had ceased moving entirely. They were only a mile out when they rested once more, intent on making contact during their next leg of the journey.

      “We are so close. I can feel it in my bones,” Minda said, then bit into a bright-yellow apple they’d discovered a few days past.

      “Yes. And though it is foolish to hope, I almost wonder if we have made better time than Vormer. How else have we not seen them?” Satemi asked. “No signs of their passing either, but that is mostly due to the hard ground. Even a casual breeze could sweep away what little tracks would form here.”

      Cade nodded. “I was hoping the same. It would be amazing to kill Vormer, but our main goal is to save this new person. She is still probably level one and outnumbered. She has no chance of surviving without us. But imagine how easy it would be if we met up with her first. Then we could simply return to Camp Casmeer with another passenger on board the B-train.”

      “B what?” Ketzal asked, confusion marring her features.

      “Our boy Bellows. B-train? Never mind. It works though, just trust me.”

      The girls exchanged a look that amounted to yeah, Cade is nuts, but at least he’s cute.

      He laughed, knowing there was no way their cultures could all coincide.

      Then a loud crack split the air and a plume of fire erupted in the pass high above them. A tiny plume of smoke rose in the air a mile away and just out of sight. So much for quick and easy, he thought, and jumped to his feet in moments.

      No words were exchanged, no orders given. Cade took the lead again at a fast jog.

      They raced up the narrowing pass and over the top of yet another hill. It was then that he spotted the flashing steel of the Silver Guard. A handful of soldiers were charging up the side of a steep embankment. Where the massive blast had come from, Cade couldn’t tell.

      Cade stopped and found a boulder to hide behind, then gestured toward his group to catch up. They gathered around him, Bellows remaining fifty or so feet behind so his bulk wouldn’t be noticed on the summit.

      “Okay, so here is my plan. Quick and nasty. If we let then have too long, she will be lost. I am going to charge in with Satemi, but I want Minda to flank the guards. If you can loop around their position and come at them from up the trail, we might get a good surprise. When they counter attack, Satemi and I will take cover. I’ll shoot an Explosive Round up there,” he said, pointing to a flat expanse of a nearby cliff. “When you see that, Ketzal, bring in the mother fucking cavalry. Let Bellows do most of the initial smashing, and then we move in to mop up. I only see five or six of them, but there may be more. Ready?”

      Minda spoke up, her eyes focused and intense. “I will move quickly. But still, I think I’ll need five minutes’ head start.”

      “No problem. We will be able to watch most of your progress from here, so don’t worry about a signal. And do not attack until after they’ve reacted to Satemi and I, and hopefully Bellows knocks out half of them. That way you’ll only face one, maybe two and not the whole group.”

      The beastkin woman nodded curtly, then sprinted up the side of the hill. She was still somehow silent, but Cade had never truly seen how she could move if pressed. He realized, watching her bound across the scree-covered hillside, she’d been holding back each time they traveled together.

      Sounds of fighting and a man’s drawn-out death cry filled the air. Cade’s heart smashed in his chest, and he bounced on his feet, anxious to move.

      Finally, they saw Minda move into a group of bushes a hundred feet or so behind the guards who were still trying to push up the steep slope. The plants ran up the mountain and came within a dozen feet of the guards. Minda would have the perfect position to attack from.

      Cade nodded to Satemi, and they ran out of hiding. Cade didn’t scream a battle-cry, didn’t flail his axe. Instead, he ran as close to the enemy’s position as possible before they saw him. About a hundred feet away, one of the rear guards caught sight of them at last and cried out to his fellows. “Enemies to the rear!” he screamed, then brandished his spear and began stalking toward them. A handful of other guards joined him, and soon five of the heavily armored Silver Guard were marching their way.

      Three more continued their harrying assault on the woman’s position. Glancing up, Cade saw what the guards were facing. Atop an incline so steep it was almost a sheer drop, danced a flaming tiger. The few guards it still faced fought to surmount the slope as well as survive the beast’s intermittent attacks. Two of their number lay dead, fallen a dozen paces down the hill.

      So there had been ten to begin with, and now eight remain. But where the fuck is Vormer? Cade cursed to himself. The five guards were now fifty feet away, and had marched toward them implacably. It was time. Cade found another pile of broken stone to hide behind then fired an Explosive Shot up against the cliff wall. It cracked with impotent power, enough of a signal for someone back at Tanrial to spot.

      He hunkered beside Satemi, hoping Bellows would be quick enough.

      The crunch and pound of the guards’ boots drew nearer by the second, and he looked to Satemi. “If they come, let me face them, and you go around the other side of the rock and hit them hard from the side. I don’t know if we can finish them, but we can buy Ketzal time.”

      “Of course. But what is keeping her? She was supposed to—” Satemi stopped talking as she heard and felt what Cade saw. A rumbling as deep and pervasive as a rockslide was coming up behind them. Then Bellows came into view and passed their position moving like a cement truck.

      Cade ran out as soon as the beast was ahead of them, and no sooner had he caught sight of the guards now only twenty feet away than they were bowled over by a boar too big and too pissed off to deny.

      Two of their foes were taken out on impact. One attempted to roll free but collided with the boar’s front leg and tumbled away in a mess of limbs. Bellows’ long tusks enhanced by Relentless Gore accounted for the other. After the impact, the beast turned and ran at a third, the body of the first guard still dangling from his face like a morbid ornament.

      “Satemi, now!” Cade screamed, and they attacked the two guards that had rolled free of the boar’s assault. Cade screamed out an Alpha’s Call and then used Wyrm’s Wrath to increase his prowess. Satemi’s swords glowed red, and when she lashed out at her opponent, her swords slashed through him completely, seeming to bypass the armor.

      The man fell dead in a moment.

      “Go ahead, support Minda and bring down those three!” he shouted, glancing up at the slope where the tiger fought the rest of the guards. And even as he looked, he saw another ball of energy flash through the sky and crash into the beast’s side. It erupted with great force, knocking the huge cat to the ground where Cade could no longer see it from below.

      He dodged the spear thrusts of the guard he faced, and bounced back to gain some room. Satemi saw the new threat as he did. Standing in golden plate and shining like an idiot star, Vormer stood wielding a staff, its tip still glowing a bright yellow from the attack.

      “You support Minda! He’s mine!” Satemi growled, and dashed toward the man. Ketzal had dismounted as Bellows seemed intent on grinding his prey to bits. Her fiery whip shot out and snatched the spearman’s leg as he tried another thrust at Cade. He fell to a knee, and Cade clubbed him in the temple with his Herculean Hammer.

      The steel face mask split, and the helm caved in. The guard fell to his side, and the dead face Cade saw beneath gave him the chills. A young man with pale-blue skin, as fair as an afternoon sky, lay dead on the ground before him. He’d just killed an innocent man who was under Vormer’s control. Laying a hand on the man’s breastplate, Cade stored all of the loot in his Inventory without looking it over. Having an extra spear if things turned south was a good idea. The added weight was noticeable, but he ignored it and moved on.

      Satemi’s swords clashed into Vormer’s, and Cade knew that should anyone prove strong enough to defeat the man one on one, it would be her. Not only was she well-trained, but her level was the highest.

      So Cade sprinted up the slope, hoping to bring down the guards who even now were climbing to retrieve the woman.

      Minda burst from the bushes and wrapped the final man’s legs in roots, then blasted them all with a leaf attack. The guards she targeted took no damage, but the wind that drove them, knocked another off his feet and sent him falling down the slope toward Cade.

      When the guard finally stopped his tumbling fall, Cade landed a Double Tap in his steel mask. Being so close, the rounds landed within an inch of one another. The first cracked the metal armor, the second punched through, snapping the guard’s head like a doll and causing them to fall limp.

      Cade opened his mouth to scream “daggers” at Minda, but as he spotted her, a cloud of knives flew at the guard she’d pinned with roots. All but one careened off the thick armor, but the last found a chink between breastplate and gorget. The person, who Cade still couldn’t tell if they were a man or a woman, clutched at their neck. Only a trickle of blood seeped out of the hole, but as they slumped to the ground, Cade imagined the torrent that flooded down their chest.

      Seeing only a single enemy remaining, Cade ran up the final stretch of the rise. He had to pull himself up the last bit, and as he did so, the bladed edge of a halberd fell down at him. There was time only to roll to his back and pull his buckler in the way, triggering Shroom Shield. The weapon crashed down before the full effect of the skill worked, and he grunted as the breath was driven from his lungs. One of his ribs cracked audibly.

      The guard lifted their weapon and came down with a finishing blow. Cade turned his axe and fired an Explosive Shot. The mini grenade hit the guard in their hip, blasting away part of their armor. The force twisted them sideways, and they fell to the ground, dropping their weapon.

      Cade sat up, but his injury slowed him something terrible.

      He watched as the guard crawled toward the fallen halberd, but Minda’s lithe form vaulted over him and barreled into the guard. She wrapped herself around their back and tore free the steel face mask. The terrified face of a woman emerged, black fur, a bit longer than Minda’s, covering her features. The golden globes over her eyes flickered a moment, and when the beastkin woman punched her in the temple, they collapsed completely.

      She stared at them, fear and confusion vying for dominance.

      “But how?” Cade mumbled.

      Minda pointed. When he turned to see what she meant, Cade saw the epic confrontation unfolding between Satemi and Vormer.

      “He isn’t focused enough to hold her,” Minda said. “So I think she is free now.”

      The woman, still garbed in the severe armor of the Silver Guard, rolled her face into Minda’s chest and wept.

      Cade looked back and watched Satemi dueling the man she hated with unbridled ferocity. His movements were quicker than hers, and each time he struck, her weapons rebounded with great force. Yet her skill and tenacity were matching him.

      Then something shifted. Satemi screamed and mana poured from her core. From a hundred feet away, Cade could see her eyes and gaping mouth begin to glow a bright red. The energy flowed into her hands, and her swords grew twice their length, now burning rods of pure mana.

      She came at him with an insane fervor. His soul swords stood up to the abuse, but when she scored a hit to his shoulder, the sword cut through the metal pauldron like a fish through water.

      Vormer’s shout of pain echoed across the narrow canyon, and everyone stopped to see his defeat. Satemi didn’t wait to relish in his downfall. She drew back her sword and lunged.

      As the blade drove toward his chest, Cade saw the lion drop one of his matching swords and twist something on his right bracer. Satemi’s blade passed through empty air.

      The fucker had teleported.

      “No. No!” the guard screamed, her hand held out to where the man had vanished.

      Minda grimaced. “He was terrible to you. Why would you be sad to see his defeat?”

      The guard gripped Minda by the strap of her leather vest and pulled her closer. “He is only returned to Tanrial. And once he is there, he will ensure I cannot join you.”

      Fear chilled Cade to the bone. Yet there was nothing anyone could do. The armor of the Silver Guard whirred with energy, an aura of light pulsing from a tiny gem stored just above the woman’s belt. Then a portion of the shining silver breastplate collapsed, sending a thin rib of metal through her heart.

      Minda shouted in anger and frustration as the woman coughed out a few dying gasps. In moments she was dead.

      Cade looked to his party. Minda clutched an enemy combatant, tears flowing down her face. Ketzal tugged at a stubborn piece of armor still wedged on Bellows’ tusk. And Satemi, she stared in shock at the space before her where a man she so desperately needed to kill had stood. The energy of her activated skill dissipated, collapsing the swords to their normal length, and she fell to her knees.

      Then he looked back on the woman, naked and gray-skinned, her hair shimmering silver black in the sun, almost metallic. A faint orange pattern glowed on her torso and danced across her arms and legs. The woman’s chest still rose and fell with each breath.

      She was alive then. And no matter the cost, they’d succeeded.
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      The task of looting the guards was anything but pleasant. Only their armor and weapons appeared as options, and Cade thought it strange none of them had been carrying any food or water. A leader like Vormer would have had them all dependent upon him for survival though. He scanned the list of items and scratched his head. Would any of this even be useful to them?
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        Silver Guard Bracers

        Silver Guard Greaves

        Silver Guard Breastplate

        Silver Guard Gauntlets

        Steel-tipped Spear
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      The list went on. He thought taking all of the weight back with them, even dispersed in their individual Inventories where the weight would be reduced significantly, still might amount to too much trouble for its worth. But when Satemi insisted, he shrugged and stored all of the loot into his Inventory, stacking with the gear he’d taken during the fight.

      He thought of the soldier’s face again, the young one he first killed when the action had started. Did they all have the same gear? Cade wondered and glanced into his Inventory. He saw 2 of each piece of equipment, but something else caught his eye. When he read the description, he nearly shouted out his excitement.
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        Mana Shard, Charged
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      Rather than freak out and distract his companions, he decided to bring it up when they were on their way back to Camp Casmeer. He suppressed his grin, and continued his work.

      After storing one more set of gear, it felt as if he had gained seventy pounds. But considering his Attributes, it wasn’t too much of a burden after all. He held three sets, and asked the women to take what they could. Ketzal had the lowest Strength Attribute and could only take one without being off balance. Minda took two and Satemi three.

      The tall woman eyed Cade and winked at him. “Don’t worry, Cade. It’s okay that I’m stronger than you.”

      He laughed knowing that, given her superior level and that she had a melee class, she was probably right.

      That left only one set of equipment. As Minda approached the final guard, a retching cough came from their crumpled form.

      “By the gods, Cade! This one’s alive!”

      She rolled the guard over and pulled back their face mask. A man blinked up at her. Scales covered his face and his eyes were slitted and yellow. “Who? Who are you?” he managed.

      “We’re who just kicked your ass,” Satemi said in a growl.

      Minda held up her hand and gave the woman an impatient look. “If he is anything like Ketzal, none of this was his doing, okay? Go and let your battle rage cool, sister. The fight is over.”

      The guard sat up and Cade noticed something different about his armor. The small gem at the center of the man’s armor was fractured, most likely when Bellows knocked him aside.

      “I wanted to wait until we were leaving to tell you all, but I think I know what happened,” Cade said, turning up his hand and summoning the Mana Shard. Though intact and shining with a full charge of mana, it was the same as what was supposed to have powered the man’s suit.

      “This,” Cade continued, “is what saved you. Vormer installed Mana Shards into each of these breastplates. He activated them from Tanrial, and anyone left alive should have been killed. You lived because the shard was broken.”

      The man fumbled at his chest. He looked confused, and then something clicked. “Oh. I am beginning to remember.” Glancing around at his captors, the man’s eyes blinked twice. An inner membrane closed first, and then a scaled one after. It was disturbing to watch, but Cade tried to suppress his reaction. He was sure his own appearance was equally strange to whoever this man was.

      Cade took pity on the creature before him, confused and injured as he was. He reached out a hand and asked him, “What is your name? We can talk at length when we make camp tonight. But we should be off soon, so let’s just start with your name.”

      “I’m Hashollnin Rianu... uh, please, just call me Sholl,” the man finished, taking Cade’s hand and shaking feebly.

      “Call me Cade. Now let’s get you out of that armor. We need to see your injuries.”

      They began by removing Sholl’s boots and greaves, and slowly revealed the damaged body beneath. He was bruised and a couple broken ribs made breathing difficult for him, but when the breastplate itself came free, his most grievous wound was exposed. The Mana Shard had punctured his skin and shattered, leaking the potent energy directly into his body.

      A sickly blue leached out from the wound in all directions. It was little more than a scratch, but Cade somehow knew it was deadly.

      He tried Restoration of the Grove, and though the minor cuts and bruises that littered the man’s body recovered, the mana wound did not. Next, he gave the man a Healing Tincture, and that, too, did not work.

      Shaking his head, Cade gave up for now. “We need to get going. Hopefully, we can find something that will heal this later, but for now, we’ve got to figure out how we are all going to ride on Bellows. The saddle wasn’t made for this many.”

      “I have an idea. It won’t be comfortable, but it might work,” Ketzal said in a voice filled with strength. Looking up at her, he noticed she had changed over the course of the battle. And why wouldn’t she have? Charged the enemy on boarback, watched her tormentor ruined by Satemi. I would feel different too if I had been in her shoes.

      “Of course, we trust you, Ketzal. What do you need?” he asked.

      She looked to Satemi who stood a distance away, staring into the distance, staring back toward Tanrial. “I’ll need her help. I think we can be ready to go in an hour.”

      With that, Minda went and spoke with Satemi, and Cade helped Sholl get comfortable for the time being. Having assessed his wounds, he helped the man back into his greaves and boots, but kept his chest exposed. They’d need to find him a spare shirt, but scaled as he was, Cade doubted the man would mind.

      Inspecting Sholl’s face, he saw the man’s coloring was changing, becoming pallid. It was hard to notice at first as his scales were a vibrant green, not anything a human could relate to. Yet since discovering the wound, the scales of his face and the leathery skin around his neck was now tinged with yellow. Cade helped him drink, and then let him rest, summoning a spare fur to pad his head.

      Antinium was a harsh and unforgiving place. Yet even here, humanity had a chance to thrive. So rather than ready Bellows to receive his battered crew and leave the battlefield, Cade gathered the bodies of the fallen and placed them at the base of the steep hill.

      He didn’t have time for a proper burial, but an idea formed in his mind that worked surprisingly well. Cade climbed up above the fallen guards and hacked at the hillside below him. As he’d hoped, a large pile of scree and soil slumped over the bodies. He continued to do so until hundreds of pounds of rubble covered the soldiers.

      There was no ceremony, no words spoken, and for all Cade knew, such vanities could have offended any one of his new companions. Cultures varied wildly on Earth. There was no reason to think the cosmos would be any different.

      Soon after, Ketzal and Satemi finished with their work. It was crude and ugly, but Cade thought they had performed brilliantly. The saddle now was outfitted with two additional seats. Ketzal proudly explained their function, “Had we the luxury of two conscious riders, we would have made an additional sling like the one Minda and Satemi balance on. Sholl is growing worse by the minute, however, and the woman has not woken. So we have added a saddle that rests directly over Bellows’ neck so I can sit there. The woman will ride in front of you, Cade. That way, you can hold her until she recovers. Sholl will be seated in the saddle behind you. We’ve made it longer than the others, more or less just a patch of hide strapped down really, so that if he becomes too weak to ride, we can strap him in place.”

      The once city guard’s eyes bulged at the mention of being strapped down to a massive boar like cargo, but he did not voice any complaints.

      It was a good enough plan, but Cade worried for the woman’s well-being. The huge explosion that had injured her seemed devastating enough to end anyone’s life. Yet her skin looked flawless.

      Cade looked down on her still form, elegant and curving. She had shoulders as wide as her hips, and though she was not as heavily muscled as Satemi, her lithe form was powerfully built. The woman’s breasts were smaller than Minda’s but were aesthetically congruous with her athletic body. Her skin though, was something that intrigued him beyond measure. Dark gray, the color of burned coal or shale, covered her head to foot. Yet a faint and shimmering pattern of ochre lines trailed up her back and down her arms and legs.

      I am to hold her to me, huh? Well, I hope she doesn’t think I’m a weirdo when she suddenly wakes up, Cade thought, his eyes taking in the woman’s hair next. Rather than flowing locks, the woman had thick strands of metallic hair, if hair could even describe the material. It looked closer to living strands of graphite.

      “Cade, what do you think? Other than that the new girl is gorgeous that is,” Minda interrupted.

      He coughed, shaking his head free of distractions. “It’s great. Good work, both of you. Let’s get loaded up and see if it functions enough for travel.”

      The women eyed him suspiciously a moment, and even Sholl looked amused. Then they began the tedious task of loading one injured lizard man, an unconscious and very sexy tiger woman, and four others thankfully still able-bodied. It took them thirty minutes and a string of curses, but eventually, Bellows was trotting back down the trail they’d come up.

      Travel was easier on their return. The trip was mostly downhill, and would be until they reached the base of the mountains. Yet the day was old already, so the group camped at the same location as last time.

      They allowed themselves a small feast, inviting Sholl who was putting on a gallant face for them all despite his injury. It was after they’d eaten and washed down the food with fresh water and a mouthful of jungle wine apiece that Satemi revealed her treasure.

      “I only have just the one, but the fact that I have it and he does not gives me endless satisfaction,” she said. Satemi held up one of Vormer’s swords, turning it to glint in the firelight. It wasn’t nearly as long as her own weapons. Rather, it had a thicker blade, and reminded Cade of a Gladius if its teardrop shape were thinned out and elongated slightly. A soul weapon, the unblemished silver metal was unmistakable.

      “Any cool skills?” Cade asked.

      She grinned. “Not exactly. But even more appealing is what I have learned of Vormer. This is a sword from a matching set. Each sword is named, each carrying its own distinct abilities. But they must be used together to active them. I essentially stole his usable skills. If it wasn’t for the trove of other soul weapons in his possession, I would suggest we storm the city right now. Yet I did weaken him, a little at least.”

      Ketzal walked up to the woman before she’d even finished and wrapped her in a fierce hug. It was awkwardly performed and Satemi laughed. Yet the demoness held her long past the moment where humor could survive. When she pulled back, tears were streaming down her face.

      “Ketzal, I—”

      “Quiet, please. I must speak to you,” Ketzal interrupted, and wiped her face abruptly. “I was nothing when Vormer ruled over me. Once he has control of your mind, there is nothing that you can do to fight him. When I first came here, he was charming and generous, as he is so often to those he wants to lure. He bade me swear fealty to his god, and when I did so, something changed within me. He turned cruel and demanding. The only decency he ever gave me was that he preferred to bed his slaves. He told me demons were foul creatures, but that I was useful enough to serve him.

      “Then you, Satemi, you helped set me free. Part of my mind still remembers our battle. I thought you had fought your hardest, but I saw today how foolish that was. You could have killed me, yet you didn’t. I’ve already given thanks for that, so I will not repeat the words. But when you bested the vilest creature in Antinium, nearly killing him, and then stole his cursed sword… That is a moment I will never forget.” Ketzal finished her short speech and sat back down, smiling softly into the firelight.

      “I am pleased you feel that way, Ketzal. I fought for myself and my thirst for revenge. If what you saw was something more, it is a fine thing to know of.” Then, facing the rest of them, Satemi grinned savagely and boasted, “And who saw the Beast Caller riding the terrible Bellows into the heart of the fray? No wanton, mewling girl, but a warrior queen! Ketzal has proven herself in blood and battle!”

      Cade rose from his seat and clapped his hands in applause, feeling the occasion called for such recognition. Minda and the others observed him with curiosity, however, and then they all broke out in laughter.

      “What? Nobody claps on your world?” he asked, feeling more than a little chagrinned.

      Minda was slapping her thighs, a rosy blush coloring her white cheeks. Shaking her head, she answered for all of them. “I don’t think so. Certainly not on my world. You looked very fine doing so though, Cade. Please, give us all more of your claps.”

      Feeling generous, Cade did so, twisting from side to side, hands frantically clapping as if he were an ecstatic theater goer. The effect was immediate. His new friends fell over in laughter, Minda slapping her thighs and Satemi clutching her belly. Even Sholl began to chuckle, though he continued to look at them all like they were losing their wits.

      Ketzal on the other hand, gave Cade a different look entirely. Her face was filled with approval and unguarded desire. We will need to do something about that when we return, Cade thought. That woman is a mile-high bonfire.

      The modest celebration died down shortly after when their new companion fell into a coughing fit, his color thinning further to a faded yellow all down his chest. The blue lines of ether stretched out through his sternum, unmistakable in the low light.

      Minda fell into nurturing mode once more and helped him to his tent. Cade offered to take the first watch as he’d done the night before, but Ketzal insisted it was her turn to take over more of the duties. So she stood guard outside of Sholl’s tent. That was Minda’s idea. Not only did they need to watch out for potential enemies but also listen to the man’s rasping breath. They had saved him, now it was their responsibility to keep him alive.

      Sholl slept fine enough outside of a few coughing fits, and the morning came without incident. He even rode well enough as they descended the hills at a good pace. When Bellows was at last urged to gallop on the plains below, however, they had to ask the man to lean forward in his saddle and be strapped down. He didn’t complain at all, only glancing to Tanrial out of the corner of his eye, intent as they all were to get as much distance from the place as possible.

      The miles fell away, Cade relaxing while the need for constant security remained minimal. Having clear lines of sight in all directions was a luxury that ended soon though. When the stifling embrace of the jungle wrapped around them once more, Ketzal slowed the boar to a modest pace. And Cade found himself turning from side to side in hopes of spotting any signs of trouble that may threaten their journey.

      As Cade considered the need for another rest, something terrifying caught his eye. Of all creatures in Antinium, the Kotani Ma was the last he wanted to run into. But it seemed this jungle, especially the central valley that led up to their peaceful glade, was the beast’s stomping grounds.

      Ketzal called Bellows to a halt, and the huge boar chuffed impatiently. His stamina was incredible, and though his lungs pulled in air like… well, a bellows, he trotted in place, impatient to go on. Directly ahead of them a hundred paces, though, sat the Kotani Ma on its haunches.

      Satemi and Minda brandished their weapons, throwing him glances from their positions on Bellows’ flanks. Cade stood in his saddle and let the tiger woman rest against his knees. He kept a hand on her shoulder to ensure she did not slump off to either side and stared at the great ape blocking their way. His guts churned with anxiety, but weakness was not an option here. I have to convince him that I am his equal. Or at least not worth the trouble, he realized, and swallowed against the urge to flee.

      In a low whisper, he told Ketzal, “Move forward at a walk. As slow as you can manage. We need to try to speak with this thing.”

      A leather strap creaked dramatically as she turned in the saddle to give him a have you lost your fucking beans? look. He just nodded to her. There wasn’t time to explain that the beast could have attacked already, and that though Bellows was swift, this thing could run them down if it chose to. Their only option was to somehow convince this bully that they were not a threat nor a source of food.

      Cade remained standing, his thighs sore from a day of riding, but he remained steady. He didn’t pull out his axe, but held the gaze of the Kotani Ma.

      When they were an uncomfortable thirty feet away, Cade gave the order to halt once more. Fierce intelligence danced in the ape’s gaze. He was assessing them, looking at Cade and assuredly wondering how he’d come to master not only the humanoids around him, but the huge boar they rode on.

      It was Bellows, Cade guessed, that gave the beast pause. The boar still wasn’t a match for the claws and brutal efficiency of the Kotani Ma, but it would not be an easy fight. Bellows was as large as the ape, if not so tall and imposing. Tons of rippling flesh have an effect though, and for that, Cade was grateful.

      Then Cade threw the dice. Again, he spoke to Ketzal, but this time in a stronger voice. “Speak with him, Ketzal. Use your skill and try to see if he can be reasoned with.”

      The demoness shook her head almost imperceptibly. “Cade, this is madness. I don’t think he’s gonna listen to me.”

      “Not to you, but to all of us. Remember who you ride upon. Remember who is at your back. Speak with him, Ketzal… respectfully.”

      She cleared her throat and sighed quietly. When she had gathered herself, she began what Cade could only describe as a very primitive and guttural speech. He’d been expecting something more physical, like the body gesturing and chuffs Ketzal used to first start speaking with Bellows. As their companion, she was able to teach him commands, which he found out later were all in Latin. Who knew demons were the ones who gave Earth Latin in the first place?

      In a series of grunts and vowel-heavy sounds, more like a string of individual syllables than full words, she expressed what he hoped would be the beginning of a conversation.

      When she finished, a thick silence spread around them all. The forest held its breath as everything seemed to wait for the ape to respond. Its amber eyes flicked to each of them, judging them or trying to interpret what they might represent. Then it rose up to its feet, and Cade felt panic race through his core. He fought the urge to pull out his blastaxe and fire an Explosive Shot in the beast’s face. Yet he managed to restrain himself.

      The discipline it took to do so was taxing, especially as the Kotani Ma strode closer. It walked to within ten feet of Bellows’ snout, making the boar twitch with nervous energy.

      But miracle of miracles, the ape spoke. Cade couldn’t understand a thing, of course, but it was a good sign. The clipped speech was more natural in the ape’s mouth, making more sense somehow. Given its deep voice, Cade found it to be a beautiful language.

      Ketzal responded, this time using a few hand gestures as well. She spoke for nearly a minute straight. The Kotani Ma flinched at one point, its face registering surprise. It looked to Cade once more, pointing its disturbingly large finger his way, and seemed to ask a question.

      Back and forth, the conversation droned on for ten excruciating minutes. When Ketzal gave one final curt answer, the ape huffed in anger and struck the ground with its fist. Bellows took a step back, his flank writhing with tensed muscles, but before anyone else moved, the ape turned and bounded away. Its pace was slower than before, but Cade still recognized anger in its movements.

      Everyone sighed collectively, and Cade sat back down in the saddle and let the woman slump against his torso once more, fatigue washing over him.

      “Good work, Ketzal. I will be eager to find out what you managed to say that let us all live. For now though, I think we’d better get moving and find a good place to rest. I’m exhausted,” he said, and saw Satemi and Minda relax in their saddles as well. Such an event, even though nothing truly happened, had taxed them all.

      Ketzal’s horns bobbed before him, and he was not surprised she did not respond verbally. All of the pressure had rested firmly on her shoulders. She should be rewarded for that moment of courage. "I’ll speak with the other girls when we get back. This little demon deserves a gift basket,” he mused as their mount started forward once more at a brisk walk.

      Cade tried to release some of the tension in his hips and thighs, but the riding was still new to his body, and yesterday’s battle was fresh. But he did manage to slow his heart rate, calm his nerves again. They’d already ran into the biggest threat this jungle had to offer and survived. Tonight, they would all be back at camp. He would sleep like the dead.

      After seeing Minda and Satemi were both still looking out, he allowed himself a minute of relaxation. Cade closed his eyes and found that fugue so many soldiers relied upon. It wasn’t quite sleep. It wasn’t possible to truly sleep while marching. When he’d done a few extended rucksack marches in the early days of his Army life, Cade had found this place though. By closing his eyes and listening to those in front and behind him, Cade learned to rest while marching.

      The same practice bled over into his time in Iraq. Spending twelve hours standing in a hatch, rocking around as the vehicle jostled through the city, Cade would lean against the butt stock of his machine gun and take mental rests like this. If he told a civilian later they would always react as if Cade were somehow acting foolishly. How could a soldier let his guard down while at war? The fact of the matter was, however, that fatigue took ahold of the body and forced it to do things it didn’t want. Once, at four AM and after far too many missions that week, Cade had split open his lip by passing out. He’d fallen into the scope of his machine gun, unable to stay awake any longer. What was really nuts was how even with the throbbing pain, he continued to fall asleep like that until they arrived back at the base.

      So Cade took his mini break, letting the resumed sounds of a jungle he was coming to know as his home envelop his mind. Just a few more moments, his mind urged him, and he relented. They’d rest soon, and he would have himself a proper nap.

      Then the warm and naked body before him moved.

      He opened his eyes and saw two orbs of flashing orange staring back.

      Cade tried to speak, but his mind was still muddled. The woman tried to move away from him, but the leather strap Minda had tied about their waist to keep her in her seat prevented her.

      “It’s okay,” he said, lifting up his hands to show he meant her no harm.

      Suddenly, his legs burned where they touched her backside, heat boiling off of her body in waves. And as Cade gawked in horrified fascination, the woman he was bound to ignited in hungry flame.
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      Cade’s scream shattered the peaceful landscape around them. Birds took to wing, pissed off and indignant. Rodents unseen scattered to find the holes they lived in, and surely even the Kotani Ma, already miles away at its own village, turned to hear the man’s unmanly cries.

      He had plenty reason to. The woman who they’d tried so hard to rescue had erupted into flame in front of him. She burned his thighs, his chest and torso, and his arms and hands that he’d used to try to shield himself. Even his cheeks were blistered, the hair on his head singed. The only thing that saved his life was the strap of leather binding them finally gave way; the woman fell to the ground in the shape of a magnificent tiger and bounded away.

      The boar Bellows, feeling the rising heat on his back and the unending banshee cry, bolted into the jungle, causing Cade to roll off of his saddle and fall to the forest floor. Sholl had woken but remained strapped in place, going along for the ride whether he liked it or not. Ketzal kept her seat and Cade watched as the woman bounded away on the frightened boar’s neck.

      Satemi and Minda dismounted quickly, and ran back to help him. Minda rummaged through her herbs, then remembered the Health Tincture. She forced it down his throat, and though the wounds were not healed, the burns at least stopped getting worse. Cade panted, sitting up in Minda’s arms and chewing a mouthful of unknown herbs. Their taste was indefinable as he could only focus on the glowing pain that emanated from his entire being.

      He watched in shock as Satemi berated a huge tiger, its black fur writhing with orange flames, and the pattern. So distinct, he thought. Almost like I’ve seen it somewhere before. His brain could barely function, shock helping his body from completely shutting down.

      Why is Satemi so mad at that cat? he mused, not able to connect his ravaged body with the flame tiger before them. She shouted in anger at the beast who’d ran away and turned to watch the commotion. “We travel for two days and risk fighting three times our number to save your skinny ass. Then you attack one of us? How dare you?”

      The tiger looked between Satemi and the bouncing ass of the boar as it disappeared from sight. Then a sort of recognition formed in the beast’s eyes, and by some miracle of nature or magic, it transformed into a beautiful woman. When Cade saw her figure once more, the metallic strands of hair and her orange eyes reflecting the same color as the stripes that ornamented her body, he remembered the rest.

      Cade nodded, muttering to himself, how it all made sense now, but his movement disturbed the burns on his neck and chest, and a new wave of pain washed over him. Blissfully, Cade passed out in Minda’s arms.

      When he awoke, much had changed. The sky was darker for one, and he smelled roasted meat. Hunger stirred within him, an ever-present companion with his Lycan Metabolism. Voices were talking though he could not yet hear what they were saying. His brain was fuzzy, but when he sat up, his body didn’t hurt nearly as bad as it did before.

      “He’s up! Minda, fetch some water, please,” Satemi said, and then the woman was looking into his eyes, her face a mask of concern.

      “And food. Meat smells great,” he choked out, and the woman sighed.

      “Our man is recovering well enough. Yes, Cade, we will have a dozen steaks for you to eat, but first, drink some water.”

      She held the waterskin to his lips until he was satisfied, thanking her when he was done.

      He looked next to the faces around him. Somehow Ketzal and Sholl were present. They must have gone on one hell of a ride, he thought, getting to his feet. Cade walked over and sat down in front of the fire someone had made while he was out. He kept his distance though, the memory of burns all too fresh for his comfort. Then he looked to the woman who’d joined them.

      “Cade, this is Gemma. We figured everything out already, and she’s very—” Ketzal said calmly but Minda cut her off with a hiss.

      “She can say the rest,” the beastkin woman said. Never since meeting her had Cade witnessed such fire and outrage in the woman.

      Gemma looked around them, her large fiery eyes blinking slowly. I had no idea that kind of beauty existed. She is otherworldly, Cade thought. He could barely ponder how lovely and fierce she was, as powerful as Satemi but as exotic and gorgeous as Minda. Finally, she focused on Cade and raised her hand to her chest, hand held in a rigid blade. “I have wronged you. I swear, my shelter is yours should you find yourself lost on the endless fields.”

      A moment of confusion passed around the makeshift camp, but Cade recognized it as her version of an apology. He nodded and responded, “You are forgiven. I know you must have been frightened to wake and find yourself strapped down to a stranger, but we had no other options to safely transport you.”

      She nodded once then took a bit of a strip of meat and looked at the ground between her crossed legs as if lost in thought.

      “You are supposed to say you are sorry, ask for forgiveness. You have offended more than Cade, Gemma. You have offended our entire tribe!” Minda said after a pause, her eyes wide with reproach.

      Gemma looked to her as well, and then to all of them. She placed her hand against her chest once more, her fingers held out in a sharp line. Cade noticed the gesture was exact and precise, the angle of her arm the same as the first time she’d done so. Then she repeated the words, “I have wronged you. I swear, my shelter is yours should you find yourself lost on the endless fields.”

      Minda shook her head, her frustration escaping her mouth in a hiss of air. Then she stood and walked away. A few words trailed from her mouth as she went. “Thieving, darkcoat bitch,” was all Cade could make out. What her words meant, he had no clue, but by the look of her rigid body as she stalked off into the jungle, he knew they’d soon find out. Ketzal followed shortly after, and Cade knew that if anyone could calm down a furious beastkin, it was the demoness.

      It was Satemi who spoke in a voice of reason, which was odd, for Cade was just beginning to remember her angry outburst. “All is well, Gemma. We take your word that no other attacks shall be made on one of our people.” Turning to Cade, she asked, “And you, will you be able to travel after you’ve eaten? Your burns look largely healed already, but is there anything internally bothering you? Your lungs or eyes?”

      Cade shook his head. “No, I think I’m fine, but how? No way the tincture and herbs did so much to heal me.”

      Satemi tapped a silver buckler bound to her forearm and smiled. “I borrowed this from you. The Restoration of the Grove became available an hour ago. I wasn’t sure you would live until then, but the herbs and tincture stabilized you and began your natural healing process. This did the rest.”

      He glanced down to his left arm where the buckler was usually rested and frowned. “I want it back tomorrow. Okay?”

      The woman grinned wider, her eyebrows raising in unison. “Of course, Cade, but I had an idea. I think the buckler should be passed around to whoever is on guard at night as well. It makes sense.”

      He nodded then received the portion of meat Satemi handed him. The meat was delicious, as it always was when his body was half starved. Halfway through his second large steak, he looked up to find Gemma inspecting him. Cade smiled at her, blood dripping down his chin, and for the first time since meeting her, the woman smiled.

      It was still a half-guarded thing, barely worth qualifying, but it counted. That is a start. Now all we gotta do is prevent the cat fight that is brewing.

      Minda and Ketzal returned soon after, and they all mounted up. The sky was darkening, but Cade agreed with Satemi. Traveling on at a faster pace and risking an ambush was less risky than sleeping in the middle of the jungle.

      Though Cade was still exhausted, and he was sad to see the proud shoulders of even Satemi slump in fatigue, they made it to Camp Casmeer just as the stars were beginning to emerge.

      A watch was set and Cade passed out like a high school kid at their best friend’s house, drunk on three types of booze. The vague memory teased at Cade’s mind as he drifted off, something worth sharing with the girls next time they were telling stories of their previous lives.

      The following day was awkward to say the least. Minda stormed off to her garden as soon as it was light out, skipping breakfast entirely. Gemma ate only a small portion of the food they gave her and looked around the camp nervously. She looked as if she had no idea what to do. Poor Sholl was shivering in a tent, his condition worsened still. Ketzal poured attention over the lizard man, hoping to ease his pain if not cure him outright with affection.

      So Satemi and Cade had the morning meeting alone.

      “There’s a shitload of work to do, but I don’t know how we can get anything done effectively if those two are still... well, you know?” Cade said, gesturing to Gemma.

      “Yes. I want to build up our defenses here further. I expect reprisal. There’s no way Vormer will accept a second defeat like that. Though I think we have time. We thinned his forces, and should he march against us here, the man will likely bring his full strength. I don’t know, he might even be tempted to wait until we show ourselves again. But if he has access to more of the abyss creatures, we are in for company.”

      Cade agreed, then asked her if she could go and see if she might find out exactly why Minda was upset. Yes, Gemma nearly killed him, but it was purely instinct. Even he could see that. Satemi agreed to do so and left, telling him only, “And if that one doesn’t eat more, she will not be strong enough to help us during the day’s labor. She’s on you.”

      He sighed, stealing just a moment for himself to watch the departing woman’s hips saunter away. Satemi was something else. A brief recollection of their one night together, the way she’d tasted and felt beneath him, stole across his mind’s eye, and he had to shake the thought away. Maybe he could pay her a visit tonight, but not until things were sorted out.

      The woman was chewing a piece of grass, staring at it in confusion after she tasted its bitterness when he approached. “Hey there, Gemma. We have a lot to do today, and Satemi was wondering why you haven’t eaten more. Literally, you ate a handful of berries. We have nuts, meat, whatever you want. Are you not feeling well?”

      Gemma shook her head. “I have earned nothing from this tribe. Why should I share in your bounty? I ate the… berries because I was curious what they would taste like. In my world we have only meat and that is precious.”

      “You have no fruit in your world?” Cade asked, hoping to get to know her a little more before he returned to the heart of the matter.

      “There is none of this. What do you call these? All of these? Here, and over there, and this.” She finished gesturing to the sprig of grass she still held.

      Realization dawned on Cade, and his mind spun. “Plants. They’re called plants. You have nothing like this on your planet?”

      She shook her head and looked out again to see a gust of wind spread a ripple through the grass before them. “No. It is very beautiful. But it does not all taste very good,” she added, lifting the grass up once more.

      He didn’t mean to laugh but he did. She wasn’t offended, thankfully, and he explained to her after how she could inspect the plants to see what was edible. “Use your UVS and almost anything can be scanned for information.”

      When she looked even more confused, Cade sighed. “You need to have a long talk with Pablo. Please do so immediately, but first, we want you to eat. We have plenty of food to share, and if we run out, I promise you can help us hunt for more game.”

      Gemma’s concern didn’t fade until he mentioned hunting. Then she calmed down and nodded. He gave her some dried jerky to chew on and more fruit, leaving her to go and see what was holding up Satemi’s return. Cade found them still in the garden, and the way in which Minda was gesturing with her arms, the woman hadn’t calmed down yet at all.

      “What’s the deal? I know it must be something important otherwise you wouldn’t still be so angry, but why can’t you just forgive her, Minda?” Cade asked, wanting to skip through the bullshit.

      The beastkin turned on him, fury in her eyes. Though when she answered his question, her voice was steady. “I have been explaining to Satemi. I am still upset that she attacked you, and I do not recognize her apology. And…” Minda stopped talking, and seemed to search for the right words.

      “And?”

      When Minda sighed and turned her back to him, Satemi finished for her. “And apparently having a dark-colored coat is a vile thing on her world. I don’t understand at all, but there were other squabbles where I came from. There was a tribe of people with six fingers who we fought against for generations. They had hair on their shoulders and back as well, and though they were like us in every other way, I do not think I could stop myself from attacking one of them should I meet one here.”

      Satemi’s admittance eased Minda’s shame somewhat, and the beastkin faced them again. “It sounds foolish to say aloud, but the darkcoats controlled everything unfairly. They were allowed to live in leisure while anyone like me worked their whole lives.”

      “You were a slave?” Cade asked, a bit taken aback.

      But the woman shook her head. “No, not quite. We were simply workers, earning a few credits each day to keep ourselves afloat. The darkcoats among us were given everything simply because of how they were born.”

      The irony and connection of light versus dark complexions wasn’t lost on Cade, but he felt no need to explain the realities back on Earth. Instead, he asked Minda as kindly as possible, “Will you speak with her tonight? You can have the day to do what you must, but Satemi and I were hoping to do a few big projects to make Camp Casmeer safer for everyone. What do you say?”

      Without speaking, Minda answered with a simple nod, then returned to her herbs in silence.

      When it was plain that Gemma was yet too uncomfortable to pitch in and help with the manual labor needed to prepare for the construction projects Cade and Satemi had planned, he thought of the perfect solution. When in doubt, distraction can be a vital tool. What could go wrong?

      He called Ketzal and Gemma over and asked them how they felt about going on a hunt. Ketzal’s face soured, but when he added she would be taking Bellows, her mood changed. Gemma was enthusiastic immediately, though she did seem put off by the concept of having company. She opened her mouth, and Cade braced for some obscure argument. But for some reason, she decided against it, instead just saying she was happy to help in any way.

      The group left shortly after, and the tension in camp eased somewhat. Minda finally washed the soil from her hands long enough to find out their burgeoning plan.

      “Palisades. Proper ones, and ditches before them. We are going to have our lovely Bellows help with those, but I expect to need at least three bodies with the palisades. All that happens tomorrow though. Today, we will all become woodsmen,” Satemi said with the cool authority of a foreman.

      Minda looked relieved to have something to take her mind off of the new addition to the tribe. So the group headed down to the grove of trees and started their labor.

      There are few things in life more exhilarating, more thrilling and satisfying than felling a tree. Cade knew this from his youth when he took the initiative to fell a small tree behind his house. It had been as thick as his thigh, which wasn’t much considering he was only ten years old. The axe he’d used was dull, but did the job considering he was working on a scrawny cedar that a mean wind could knock over. When he pushed on its trunk, and it cracked and fell, Cade was sure few children his age were as powerful.

      And the day began with as much gusto. Cade was wielding an insanely sharp axe, hacking into full-grown trees as a full-grown man. So sure enough he felt like the cock of the mother fucking walk as he dropped timber in his grove. After a dozen trees, however, his hands ached, and his back was on fire. The tiny muscles between his ribs were twitching intermittently, and the two women he was laboring next to were giving him cool looks.

      Okay, he thought. Maybe I went a little too balls deep to begin with. I was only having fun. But to the women, he said, “I think I’ll take a little break. Satemi, will you take over?”

      Satemi’s swords were next to useless for the task, but the woman found Vormer’s shorter, heavier blade was perfect for cleaning the limbs from the tree trunks. So she had busied herself cleaning up the logs Cade had cut down. Now she hefted the axe, and rather than begin cutting down another swath of their precious grove, hacking the logs into useable lengths.

      Sweet, vicious Minda took it upon herself to collect the discarded branches and haul it into a pile to dry. It would make remarkable kindling in a week or two. The cut logs she stored into her Inventory and made the trip back and forth to a location just down the slope from the main camp. Every other trip, she peeked in on poor Sholl, who remained febrile and incoherent most of the time.

      What began as a fun adventure quickly turned into a nightmare fest. Grueling and endless, the six hundred six-foot pieces of lumber Satemi had ordered was an insane feat to accomplish. Each tree was well over thirty feet tall, but the thin tips weren’t usable for the task. So every tree gained them four, occasionally five six-foot pieces. To be safe, they chose twenty more trees and spent the entire day chopping them down, cleaning them up, and busting the logs into manageable sizes.

      It was dusk when the three lumberjacks dumped the final pile of logs into the veritable lumberyard they’d assembled and meandered to the pool to soak. They didn’t strip down and bathe gracefully, but flopped into the cold water and sighed like pieces of hot forge metal dropped into a bucket of water.

      Shortly after they emerged and stripped down to dry their clothes, Gemma and Ketzal returned with dinner.

      The tension returned at once, but Cade was pleased that it seemed very much one-sided. Minda glowered while preparing the broad cook screen, seasoning turtle steaks with herbs and placing them side by side to roast above their fire. She didn’t say anything rude though.

      As night fell, the three bathers donned the rough fur cloaks Satemi had made them the other night. Sholl had found a place by the fire and was slowly drinking some bone broth, and Ketzal sat beside him, wary he might suddenly swoon. They each had a hide blanket around their shoulders as well. A cover of dense mist had filled their glade, and with it, a deep chill.

      Touched by some thread of compassion, Minda summoned a spare fur cloak and walked across the camp to stand before the nude woman. She held up the garment and asked in a flat tone. “Would you like to warm yourself? We have an extra.” The words were empty of all affection, but Cade was proud of the attempt. Satemi smiled softly, betraying the fact that he was not the only one relieved to see a peace offering made.

      Gemma looked at the piece of fur and hide. Her head twisted to one side, like a cat puzzled by something odd. Then she laughed and declined the offer. “Only children need warm themselves with another beast’s hide,” she finished and returned to finishing her meal.

      In a second, things went from bad to worse in Camp Casmeer. Minda crouched where she stood, dropping the hide and hissing. The short hair on her neck rose, as did the hair on the tops of her arms.

      Their newest member didn’t take the threat well at all. Gemma let her food fall to the dirt and dove over her bench to buy herself space from the perceived threat. She was in full tiger mode when she hit the ground, then spun, her flames flaring brightly. Even as Cade leapt to his feet to pull Minda away, who’d produced a knife from somewhere, he admired the savage beauty of Gemma’s cat form. Writhing muscle and tendon danced beneath a coat of living flame. He saw the strange metallic hair still intact around Gemma’s head. It would have made her look more of a lion if the fur and orange flames didn’t flow and wave in the air all around her.

      The heat from her combustion nearly caught Satemi’s workshop on fire, but when the two female felines were separated and cooled off, the warrior’s ire was directed solely upon Minda. “This is your doing. Fix your head tonight, and never threaten another in our village again. I am its defender, and if you do so once more, for any perceived slight, you will be facing me. Understood?”

      Minda’s ears fell flat, and she retreated to one of the spare buildings for the night.

      Shaking his head, Cade fought with everything he had not to nudge Sholl and whisper, cat fight! Despite the inescapably delicious irony, he knew this was a problem they had to overcome. In the morning, after breakfast and tea and lots of calm conversation, the two cat women would be having a tête-à-tête.
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      “Well so much for dessert,” Satemi groaned, finding her seat near Cade once more after the fight had been extinguished.

      “My thoughts exactly. Then again…” Cade added as he handed the woman half a mango, its flesh already sliced with the help of his Nilgathi fang dagger.

      She took it and shrugged. “Good point. There’s no reason I have to be in a bad mood as well.” They sat and listened to the popping fire, eating their small treat. Ketzal was dressing Sholl’s wound once more, and Bellows busied himself by making a competition to see if his snoring or flatulence were louder. Cade was so far undecided.

      Gemma left the campfire calm enough, and Cade saw she was more than a little proud she’d contributed to the night’s meal. The woman was a hunter, through and through, so he expected not to have to do as much in the future. She agreed to set up her bed near Sholl for the night, exempt from guard duty but sworn to keep an eye on their sick friend. The lizard man seemed friendly enough, but the mana was acting like a persistent poison within his body. Cade only hoped that with time it might dissipate and leave him be.

      After speaking with Pablo, Gemma finally knew the basics of Antinium’s odd system. Looting, inspecting items, and leveling up all were common knowledge to her now. In fact, before things had gotten ugly between the girls, she’d announced she was level two. That was good. They’d need to push her to advance as fast as possible, and gain more levels themselves as well. A showdown with Vormer was coming, and as surely as an ether storm, it was bound to be ugly.

      Satemi pushed against Cade’s shoulder and announced her plans for the evening. “It is time I go and speak with Minda. I will not have her acting foolishly. We need her spirit and her wits about this camp. I’ll be back shortly. It is her turn to pull the first guard shift, and I think I’ll give her a bit of my tongue as well. See you in the shelter. Go and rest Cade.”

      The woman was throwing around orders, and had been since the fight, but she didn’t come off as bossy. It was her way of caring, and she was right. Cade cleaned up the sticky mango mess and tossed the peels in the dwindling fire. Then he hobbled over to the shelter and crawled under the heap of furs there.

      He felt his body buzzing with nerves. It reminded him of how a car ticks for minutes after you turn it off, cooling down from being driven hard. And though he was exhausted, he didn’t immediately fall asleep. He thought of their predicament. They needed Mana Shards, of which they had only one. Vormer needed to go, and the other people who were trapped as his slaves had to be freed. But how to do any of it? Pablo might be able to help with some of their issues, so after the day of building defenses was over, he would have a long talk with the purple demon.

      At last, Cade felt himself begin to spin away from the waking world, the furs warmed by his body, and the camp heavy and silent. Then he heard the leather flap to the shelter open and a presence joined him. He lifted his fur, allowing Satemi to snuggle up. Sharing warmth was a reality in a situation like this one. Perhaps when the Town Interface was active they’d be able to make buildings with central heat. For now, furs and body heat was enough.

      A familiar scent met his nose, sweet and spiced cinders. Cade’s eyes opened in a flash, and he saw the glint of golden horns, a few threads of fire flickering through the gap in the shelter’s entrance.

      Ketzal was in the shelter with him.

      “Oh, hey. I wasn’t expecting you, Ketzal,” he said, his voice feeling suddenly thick.

      She was silent a moment, and he found himself wishing it were light enough to see her expression. I’m sorry. If you’d like, I can go and sleep near Gemma. I didn’t want to intrude, Ketzal replied in his thoughts.

      No, it’s not that. Not at all. Wanting to change the subject and avoid offending the demoness, he brought up another matter. So is it getting easier once more? The mind reading?

      A little. Wow, you should have heard what was going on in Minda’s little skull. She was furious. I think she was really going to fight Gemma.

      Cade sighed, thinking of the incident. So much venom and intensity. Reminded him of an old buddy he had who would notice every time someone stepped on his shoes or even smudged them. It was a hard thing to avoid in a bar or a club, and he’d tell Cade in a steely whisper, “If you wasn’t my homie, Cade, I’d beat your ass for that,” or, “Back in the day I’d deck your ass for that, Cade.” The words were threatening, but a glint of humor in the man’s eyes told him that he’d never attack a friend for no reason. They all had different lives before joining up, some were simply harder than others. Cade left the war with PTSD, others brought it there with them packed away in their rucksack with all the other shit.

      I’m sure they will work it out. Minda is reasonable. It has to do with Gemma’s coat. I guess things weren’t so perfect on her old world. I shouldn’t have assumed they were, Cade said, grateful to be able to speak with his thoughts. He was still tired, and the practice felt incredibly economical.

      Ketzal shifted in the furs, and Cade saw a curve of her shoulder, the orange light of the fire dancing around its edges. Sholl is not well. He has moments where his body fights back, and I think he will recover, but then they are followed by fits of illness. His whole body grows cold and I… Cade, I don’t know if he will survive. We don’t really even know who he is yet!

      Cade could feel the woman’s mind trembling at the thought of losing one of their own. Sholl was a recent addition to their village, but Camp Casmeer boasted seven villagers, and one had fleas and tusks growing from his dumb head.

      I feel I keep saying this, but Pablo might be able to help. I’ll speak with him in the morning, I promise. I don’t know how, but we’ll figure out a way to save him, okay? Then, Cade asked something that had been on his mind since seeing the fastidious care Ketzal gave their new guest. Ketzal, do you have feelings for Sholl? If you do, that is fine, I swear it. You and I have never—

      A hand touched his chest and his thoughts broke off. Cade, please don’t worry about that. I haven’t gone to sleep with Sholl this night. I’ve come here, and for a reason. The demoness inched closer, and Cade felt the length of her bare thigh brush against his.

      Oh, I didn’t mean to pry. I was just curious as to why you are so focused on his recovery. It looked as if you had a deeper connection forming. He silenced his thoughts, his mouth going dry and the beating of his heart filling his ears with a building tempo.

      Ketzal sighed, tracing her hand down his chest slightly. Her fingers were warm and soft, and giving in to the urge to touch her back, he settled for grasping her wrist. It was a delicate thing, gently formed and graceful as she was. The gesture seemed to ease the woman’s mind, and again she inched closer. Then she explained her mind at length.

      Cade, it was very strange being held captive in Tanrial. I wasn’t given the luxury of having my own mind and will, as you know. Yet I was given much more control of my thoughts and actions than any other. I think Vormer wanted me as his lover, but thankfully, his pride and ingrained culture insisted that demonkin are too foul to couple with. Because of his unspoken affection though, I could do as I pleased much of the time.

      Someone like Sholl though, was most likely tricked into his position as the Silver Guard. I saw how Vormer convinced a few newcomers into “taking the mask” as he liked to call it. Some new man or woman would show up through the portal, be issued to stand before him like you were. If they showed attitude and any spirit of rebellion, they were sent off on a mission they had little chance at surviving. That is what he did with you. But if they seemed eager to fit in, as most do, he would give a small display of the Silver Guard’s power. He’d offer them the gift of elite equipment and enhanced abilities. They would agree, wanting not only to impress the golden lion, but to improve their chances of survival.

      Once they swore fealty to Aten, he had them. Sholl was the first person I saw converted. He is young and not so strong-willed as you, Cade. The poor man had no chance.

      Her story broke off, and again she sighed.

      Cade took a chance and reached out, cupping her shoulder in his hand. “He’ll live, Ketzal. And we will bring him with us to free the others. Okay?” he said aloud, hoping the spoken words would feel more tangible, more believable. Cade realized he was saying them not only for her benefit.

      Running his hand down to her waist, he pulled her to him until their bodies were touching. Her skin was hot and smooth, and Cade nearly gasped aloud when he realized she was nude. His own clothing at the moment consisted only of the crudely made fur skirt that Satemi insisted was a loincloth, having doffed the top piece to the clothing. That reminded Cade of a weird Bohemian poncho, tufts of brown and white fur from a beast he’d never seen jutting from the pointed shoulder. Satemi’s skills as a seamstress were lacking, but the garments were warm and the only extras they had.

      How was the hunt? Cade pried, not sure exactly how to proceed other than further conversation.

      Ketzal turned her head to the side and pressed her cheek against his chest. It was a small moment, but one so fraught with sweetness and trust that Cade felt himself melt inside. Gods this woman is a treasure, he thought before wincing. She must have heard it for she wrapped her arms around his waist and gave him a subtle squeeze.

      She answered his question, and he sensed she was nervous about where this night was headed as well. I quite enjoyed it. Not only am I getting better at commanding Bellows about, but the more I work with him, the more intelligent he is becoming I think. My Beast Caller Occupation has various degrees of mastery. Today, I gained a new rank. But what surprised me was how Bellows changed too. It is as if the Occupation affects him at the same time.

      Cade was fascinated by the idea. His Alchemical Engineering skill could consume his attention for an entire afternoon, but what Ketzal described was quite distinct from his experiences. And Gemma? How was she to travel with, to work with? Is she a skilled hunter?

      I believe so. Tracking and killing animals is not where my skills lie. Yet she took down two enormous turtle beasts we found near a spring. In only a few seconds, she’d killed them both. Somehow, her claws pierced the thick shells the turtles had. It was incredible to watch. But she is an interesting woman… Ketzal’s thoughts drifted a few moments, and Cade nearly urged her on when she continued. She wanted to go after a pack of boars, like Bellows. I would have agreed, but there were three of the beasts and all well above her level. Gemma is brave. I only fear she does not know her limits.

      She will in time, Cade said. Antinium will teach her all she needs to know. And given her boldness, I feel she might have a few things to teach Antinium.

      They shared a quiet laugh, and suddenly the moment felt right. Cade leaned forward and brushed his lips against hers. Ketzal kissed him back softly, and for a few, quiet minutes, they kissed only with their lips. It was a gentle and endearing affection, and though the actions were subtle, Cade felt his blood surge within him.

      That was when the tent flap was thrown aside, and Satemi let out an epic sigh. For a moment, he was embarrassed, as if he’d been caught by a girlfriend for entertaining a lover. Yet Satemi had an agenda, he soon found out. She bore a small, fat-burning lamp they’d made in case a light was needed away from the campfire. It was a good deal safer than attempting to mix the Combustion Powder out in the open where a single spark could take his face off. She must have borrowed the one from his workstation then.

      Placing the lamp on a stool in the corner, Satemi glanced at the two of them, still interlocked and blinking up at her. She smiled, giving the slightest of nods. “I’m not here to interrupt,” she said, removing her armor and setting down her swords. “Please continue in fact. I am here to join, if you’ll have me.”

      Cade felt like he was a piece of wax that was suddenly thrust into a bonfire. How do I respond to that? he wondered, and looked to Ketzal. Do you mind?

      The demoness shook her head from side to side. No, I do not. Demons do not see gender as humans do. If you are not offended by our coupling, then I’m not either.

      “Okay, that sounds great,” he said aloud, immediately regretting his casual words.

      “Really laying the sexy on thick tonight, huh, Cade?” Satemi teased, her breeches’ own fur garments smacking against the shelter wall where she threw them. “Now, can I just slip in here behind you? Oh, now that is cozy.”

      The Amazon found her way under the furs and pressed herself against Cade’s back. Reaching down with both hands, the woman cupped his buttocks and gave him a nice squeeze. “You have a lovely ass, Cade. Don’t you think so too?” she asked the demoness who was smiling now, apparently excited the party had grown.

      “It is nice,” Ketzal said, nerves cutting her words short.

      “What’s the deal, Satemi? Are you okay? Last time, you were…” Cade tried and trailed off.

      “It was special last time. Tonight I am upset, stressed out, and quite frankly I am in need of some thorough attention. Now how about we end the talking. I’ve done enough of that today to last me a lifetime. I want you to do what you were doing when I first came in. Kiss her, Cade. Please.”

      The need and frustration in Satemi’s voice was relatable. He hadn’t realized how much the tension in camp was affecting her though. So he did as the woman asked. He kissed Ketzal once more, this time knowing there was an observer in the furs with them.

      Satemi didn’t lie back and watch them idly. The first thing she did was unfasten the fur loincloth she’d fashioned for him and toss it away from their bed. Then she traced her fingers up Cade’s back and across his shoulders. She wrapped her arms around his waist and touched Ketzal’s body as well. Moaning, he found out that the warrior was as keen on demoness beauty as he was. And what was there not to like?

      As Cade kissed Ketzal, his hands explored her shapely body. Where Minda and Satemi were firm, Ketzal was soft. Yielding and supple, she had a body any artist would die to paint. He ran his hands over the tumult of her hips, his mind reeling with her dimensions. More than once, she giggled hearing the unguarded thoughts that fell through his mind. Cade kneaded her backside, touching the intersection of her tail and spine with interest.

      While he did so, Cade learned what it felt like to have four hands upon him at once. It was more incredible than any dream he’d ever had. Ketzal clutched his neck with one hand, holding him close as their kisses became inflamed and complex. The other she kept pressed to his sternum, the tips of her fingers touching him lightly. Satemi moved behind him with the curiosity of a new lover. She explored the tender spaces inside his hips, gripped his thighs, massaging the day’s fatigue from the muscles there. And then finally, her lips pressed to his back, and a hand holding his ass, she reached around him and found his cock.

      He gave out an involuntary grunt, and she gripped him in her hand, biting down on the back of his shoulder at the same time. His reaction produced another from Ketzal. The demoness sighed, her plump mouth opening in excitement.

      Satemi’s nails dragged down his back, and then she was pulling his hip toward her. He rolled over and kissed Satemi, feeling Ketzal touch his back as affectionately as her companion. The demoness’ large breasts flattened on his back as she crushed herself to him. Satemi kissed him greedily, then pushed him flat on his back.

      She threw back the furs, the heat that had gathered around their bodies lifting up. Cade sighed in relief as his Lycan Metabolism was enough to make him sweat on his own some nights. But then he felt Satemi take him in her mouth. Sitting up on his elbows, he watched her move like a moth teasing a flame above him. Her eyes were fire, reflecting the lamp perfectly, and even Ketzal was mesmerized as the woman tasted him.

      But soon after, she held out a hand to Ketzal, and the demoness moved lower. They kissed above him, and a surge of incredible arousal poured down his legs. Satemi’s hand continued to tease his length as the two women kissed. It was not reserved and sweet, but passionate. Cade saw the outlines of their tongues at play, and he moaned to himself.

      Again, Satemi was the aggressor. She pulled away and looked Cade in the eyes. “I want to see you have her. Will you do so now?”

      Ketzal moved on her own, answering the woman before Cade uttered a single word. She turned and angled her ass in the air. Her sleek tail whipped from side to side, and she looked back at him, seeking his approval. He rose to his knees and moved toward her. As he approached her, she flexed her back more, flaring her backside. He could see the smooth skin below her ass, the plump folds of her sex. It glistened subtly in the lamplight, wet and inviting. No hair grew from her body, and Cade’s belly felt like it would shatter when he sidled up behind her.

      Satemi had moved to see them couple, her fingers rolling between her legs. She opened her mouth, and gasped as Cade pressed the tip of his manhood against Ketzal. He wanted to move slow, to enjoy the moment and make it last, but something took ahold of him. He smelled the demoness’ perfume, that unholy incense that always drove him wild. It was her scent, her musk, and she was calling him.

      He pressed into her, the tender lips parting gratefully. She gasped as he pushed forward, sheathing himself inside of her fully.

      Cade began to lift his pelvis, rock against her in a slow and steady rhythm. She was electric and scalding inside, and he focused his mind. Not too soon, he told himself. This is your first night with two gorgeous women. Keep it cool.

      Ketzal grinned at him savagely, hearing his every thought. She pressed back, grinding against him and making his predicament more dire by the moment. Then she did something he’d never experienced. “Hold still, Cade. Trust me.”

      He stopped moving, waiting for her to do whatever it was she planned. And then without shifting her hips, without tilting her pelvis, or even breaking her eyes away from his, she gripped him. A wave of motion stirred within Ketzal, and Cade groaned. It wasn’t just how her pussy was massaging every inch of him, but some other force was at work. It felt like his very life essence were being drained away, pulled from his belly, then lower, filling his root with power, only to pour out through his cock.

      Cade moaned louder, and he heard Satemi sigh in pleasure. “Slow down,” he begged, and the moment before he lost his grip on the world, she stilled her ministrations.

      After another moment, Ketzal rolled to her back gracefully and opened her thighs for him. “Come, Cade. Trust me. Even if it feels intense, just trust me, okay?”

      He nodded. There was nothing in this life he wanted more than to trust this woman. Whatever she had planned for him, whatever “intense” reality he would have to face, he would do so boldly. She urged him forward, and again, he slid within her. This time, Satemi moved to hold him around his waist. She gripped his cock and held it as he joined once more with Ketzal. All three of them gasped together, and Cade felt his mind reel.

      Again, the demoness told him to hold still, and again, her sex began to milk his. It was slow and undulating, something he never would have thought possible. In moments, he felt himself on the brink of collapse. “I’m going to cum,” he warned her, and she pulled him over her body. His chest fell over hers, and she kissed him.

      Cade ignited, the core of his being arcing like lightning and pouring into Ketzal. His torso flexed as he came, the orgasm writhing in his body like a bucking horse. When he felt himself deplete, Ketzal’s mouth opened, and a different force emerged. Suddenly, his lungs were filling with a vibrant energy. It felt like the purple of her skin and the cinders of her musk. It was her life force pouring back into his own.

      It built until the pressure in his core renewed. “Again?” he asked, confused and thrilled at once. Her pussy moved around him, and another spike of excitement crashed through his groin. “Again!” he grunted, clenching his jaw. Cade filled his hands with the woman’s hips and clutched her for dear life.

      The cycle continued. Each time he broke, she refilled him, and eventually, his orgasm became a steady and vibrant thing. His body trembled with pleasure, and he swam in it.

      After a few minutes or a century, Ketzal stopped. She gently pushed him away, and he realized he had been close to unconsciousness. “That’s enough, Cade. You need a break,” Ketzal said as sweet and humoring as a first girlfriend. He sat on his heels and breathed. The man’s body was covered in sweat, and when he looked down, he saw he was still unfortunately hard as granite.

      Ketzal rose and kissed him once more, breathing a bit more of her essence into him. The dizziness abated, and he breathed more easily.

      “Who are you?” he finally asked her.

      The demoness grinned coyly and shrugged. “I am a demon like any other.”

      “You are a work of art,” Satemi whispered. Her voice was hoarse, and her eyes begged for affection. Ketzal obliged happily.

      Cade sat in a stupor, still recovering, as the two made love. With deft hands and eager mouths, they teased each other to heights of great satisfaction. Satemi was near to finishing, when Ketzal called upon his services once more. “Can you lie down? I think Satemi would like to have you as well.”

      He relinquished everything, lying back on the furs and marveling at his steadfast cock. She mounted him and ground against him. Ketzal kept her hand on Satemi’s sex, and thrummed her delicately until the woman came.

      Cade felt her thighs crush his hips, her pussy throbbing as every wall in her body fell down at once. But Ketzal kissed Satemi in the same fashion she’d done Cade, and he saw it then. And it was purple. A filament of energy passed between their mouths, and Satemi’s eyes glowed lavender. The woman kept moving, her chest rising and falling, her breasts shining with sweat in the lamplight. Her orgasms rolled in and out of the shelter like a steady tide.

      The inevitable happened soon after. Cade tensed, moaning once more beneath Satemi, and for the first time, her own voice broke. Satemi arched her back and called out in a clear voice, demanding the world to hear and bow to her pleasure.

      After considerable cleanup, Cade laughed softly. “What just happened? That was nothing I’ve ever experienced or even heard of.”

      “The Lycani nectar,” Satemi said in a husky voice.

      But Cade shook his head. “Like calling a pond the ocean. Those orgasms were not the same. Ketzal, you could conquer the world with that little flower of yours.”

      “You both were excellent partners,” she responded earnestly. “I am grateful to have received your worship.”

      “Worship?” they both asked in unison.

      Ketzal rolled over and pulled one of the furs over her shoulder. “Of course. Where do you think the energy came from? To make love to a demon is to worship them.”

      Cade thought about it for a moment, then relented. “I will worship you any day, sweetheart.”

      Satemi laughed behind him. “I second that. And who knew sleeping with a demon could be so… invigorating.”

      “I think I almost died,” Cade admitted, and the three of them fell to giggles. Then he asked what had been bothering him during their interactions. In a more serious tone, he asked, “Ketzal, did you finish at all? It seemed like you could have done that for days. Also, I am not sure if you—”

      “Don’t worry, Cade. Demons are very different. We don’t have orgasms the same way other creatures do. I drank in both of your essences. Believe me when I say I am very satisfied. You are both gracious partners. And yes, I could have continued like that indefinitely. But such is the way of demons. It would seem strange to do so in Antinium. Where I am from, an orgy can last weeks. Time works differently on that plane of existence though, and considering that we didn’t need to eat or sleep there either, well, I’m sure you understand.”

      “I’m sure I don’t,” Cade said laughing, pulling her closer to him. “I’ll take your word for it though. Goodnight, you two.”

      And so the three lovers grew silent, unaware and uncaring of the world around them. They let sleep take them gratefully, each with a smile resting securely on their faces.
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      Breakfast tasted sweeter than normal. Perhaps it was the fresh harvest of Tinto Grapes Ketzal had found during their hunt the day before. Or maybe it was due to the incredible night he’d had with two amazing women. He didn’t exactly care either. Having woken a few hours before sunrise to pull a guard shift, Cade was restless to get started on the day’s activities.

      He’d spoken with their demon friend, Pablo, while waiting for the sun to rise. He found out a lot about the little guy’s world, but little about how to save Sholl’s life. Mana Shards was the short and simple version of it. Because the man had suffered a fatal if slowly progressing injury, Sholl was counting his days. If they managed to find more Mana Shards, however, they might be able to power the Town Interface and heal the man. Cade planned a short trip down to the Interface to see what a single Mana Shard might gain them in regards to the required power to reboot the system. Pablo didn’t think it would be enough to accomplish much, however.

      Cade was set on finding an alternative source of Mana Shards, and had sent the demon off to inquire where he could. The dude could chat with gods, so if anyone had a cheat code for this impossible situation, it would come from him.

      Everyone ate, and shame kept Minda seated before the fire just feet away from Gemma. Gemma, for her part, seemed contrite as well. Cade doubted she’d wanted to cause offense, but had she thought a bit more about the offer, the woman would have done well to have simply refused.

      When they finished eating, Cade stood and cleared his throat. Don’t fuck this up, Cade. Just simply words for a serious occasion. “I think we need to have a talk, everyone. What happened last night was… unfortunate. It is obvious how all of us have come from very different places in the cosmos, and each of those places is bound and built on differing customs. In my world, for instance, some people are greatly offended if you step on their shoes, or 'kicks' as they are sometimes referred to. I had a friend—“

      “Cade, by the vigilant gaze of the gods, sit down,” Satemi said. She herself remained seated, and began a more direct route of communication as soon as Cade sighed and found his seat. “You two need to be allies if not friends. Gemma, when someone offers you a gift, do not insult them. That is the only offense you have given this village though, and it was minor. Minda, you became aggressive towards another villager. In my world,” Satemi said with a glance to Cade, “we would cut off your spear hand. But instead, I am asking you to explain yourself. Speak with this woman, here, in front of everyone, and tell us why she bothers you.”

      Satemi’s tone was as strong as carbon fiber and Kevlar. Cade suppressed his grin, knowing this was a solemn event. Yet she had cut directly through the knot and outmatched his fumbling attempts to unwind it. Satemi, you are the general who might never get an army. Such a pity.

      With less hesitation than he’d feared, Minda stood and regarded the group. “I’ve done some thinking, quite a lot actually, and I wanted to apologize to Gemma. I should not have bared my fangs at you, and for that I’m sorry. As I’ve said to some of you, where I come from, the color of one’s coat means almost everything. I’m a lightcoat, which is the lowest caste of beastkin. When I walked down the street, darkcoats scoffed at me openly, flaunting their wealth and power. My heart was filled with more hate than I realized.”

      Then facing Gemma directly, Minda asked the woman a question. “Do your people have such distinctions? Or do they all have coats as dark and lovely as your own?”

      Gemma blinked, trying to process the drastic change in mood. Shaking her head slightly, she sent her hair strands rattling from side to side. But she answered earnestly after a moment’s pause. “I am Neemashi. Our coats are different though I have never seen one so pure and lovely as yours, Minda. My mother’s clan had many red and brown-coated members, and my father’s mostly black to gray. Even the color of our ether-flames differs. But none placed value on such things.”

      She gave Minda a sidelong glance that betrayed her feline mannerisms once more. Cade thought she must have felt her answer insufficient because she added, “Hunters though, and seekers, are the most powerful in our society. Those who build or cook, those would do everything else required, do not have a voice to speak with. I was a hunter, so in that way, I was like your darkcoats. But I was never cruel to those beneath me. I ate first and spoke loudest because I risked my life to hunt. Our world was… much more dangerous than this one.”

      Gemma’s words faded as she stared into the flames, remembering some event in her past life.

      Cade rubbed his face, and Satemi pointed to the woman, her mouth pursed as if wanting to mouth the words, “What did she just say?”

      When Minda made to speak, Cade winced. Here it comes, he thought, expecting some confrontation to begin anew. “More dangerous? You were attacked by ten guards and Vormer himself on the first day here. You fled to the mountains and nearly died. What could be more dangerous than that?” Her words were cautious, not accusatory, and he waited patiently for a response. Minda was truly trying to open up.

      Gemma eyed them all, and Cade saw one of her hands tremble slightly. Then she told them a single word that explained much. “Dragons.”

      The rest of their meeting was a back and forth of sharing some of the more terrifying or challenging aspects of living in their previous worlds. Gemma told the story of her death, how she hoped beyond anything the beast was sated with her ether, and how she wished she knew if her sister yet lived. Minda described the terrifying plagues that swept through the populace, killing millions at a time and always evolving into new threats.

      It was a morbid brunch but highly productive. By the time they finished, everyone was more acquainted and that attitude of mutual responsibility and ambition returned.

      Satemi finally cracked the whip an hour later, tasking everyone with building their palisade fortifications at last. Showing some pity on Gemma, she sent the tigress into their small patch of forest to hunt. Rather than bound away in her cat form, Gemma summoned a soul weapon which she said she’d stored in the skin over her back. Cade couldn’t believe her until she showed him the trick, and then everyone was twice as impressed with her capabilities.

      The woman stalked into the forest alone, bow in hand, prepared to kill whatever she could.

      Satemi told Ketzal where she wanted the trenches dug, and the two forced Bellows to dig in the dirt for the first time without mushrooms being at stake.

      Minda went with Cade back to the Interface.

      They made it back to the cave quickly as their route was direct. Though the shadow beast had been killed, both entered with weapons in hand. The place was still creepy as hell, and neither of them felt like taking chances.

      “Where do you think that thing came from?” Cade asked, to fill the heavy silence more than to get an answer.

      Minda shrugged. “No idea. It seemed a fallen creature. Almost like a god or a celestial being. At least it was attempting to be such. Let’s just try the Interface then leave as soon as possible.”

      The same dim tunnel and lonely room awaited their arrival, and again, the place had an uncanny feel to it. He had the impression that something was about to happen at any moment, like a kinetic charge to the air he couldn’t put his finger on. Yet everything was quiet.

      Cade looked up at the scrawled lettering and depiction of the shadow creature. He turned to Minda and asked. “Sorry if this is too weird to talk about here, but what did it feel like? When it touched you?”

      She visibly shuddered and gave him a wry look. “Yeah, Cade. Bad timing. I don’t want to get into it, but it felt… cold. Now use the Mana Shard and let’s get out of here,” she said, clutching her staff with both hands and glancing around the room.

      He summoned the shard in one hand and touched one of the golden pillars in the other. Closing his eyes, he accessed the Interface. As if sensing his intention, the system asked him the golden question.
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        Interface Controller: Caderick Shelby Clarke, the Terran

      

        

      
        You wish to charge the Interface using 1 Mana Shard?
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        Charging initiated

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The room buzzed with energy, and Cade looked to Minda. Her eyes were as surprised as his own, and all around them, the room came alive.

      With the quiet hum of Tanrial technology, every moving part continued the progress that had been halted the last time he’d meant to reboot the Town Interface. The domed altar rose another three feet, expanding above their heads. It fanned out wide enough to accommodate a dozen people to stand beneath it. The panel below the dome rose to its full position and expanded outward to expose a full visual display of icons and controls. It looked like a control center in a high budget sci-fi flick. The lights in the walls regained their full intensity, and some of the eerie stillness seemed to depart. And finally, the staircase descended until it clanked loudly on whatever surface lay beneath.

      Cade and Minda gawked at everything and then gave each other a look of mutual excitement and outright fear. What the fuck did we just do? Cade wondered. And more importantly, where does that staircase lead?

      “Pablo?” Cade called, and turned to face the demon as he appeared sitting on the top of the golden dome.

      “What do you need, Caderick? I see you’ve invested the Mana Shard.”

      “I did. I just want to know what I should do with that thing,” Cade asked, pointing to the ridiculously complex control panel.

      “It is an optional method of interacting with the Town Interface. If the controls are intimidating, I can either explain them to you, or simply touch any part of the apparatus and use your UVS. I believe you have done so before already?” The demon fluttered down and placed his tiny scaled hand on the gold pillar as if to demonstrate how simple an action it was.

      “Okay, I’ll do just that. Just thought you might be able to teach me how to use the control panel. No need to get sassy, Pablo.”

      “Each Town Interface includes an internalized demon helper. This one has been unconscious for a long time, but I am sure he can transfer that information directly into your thick skull. While you’re in there, do tell Micah I said hello.” Pablo smiled, an odd thing for a tiny dragon to do. Then his face grew more solemn. “Oh, and I’ve been speaking with my contacts on the Council. There is no way for any of them to observe the goings on within Tanrial. Vormer lacks such power, even with the city’s Interface under his control. We suspect Aten, but there is nothing the other gods will do to interfere directly. It’s against protocol. But, I assure you, Cade, I have been allowed to let you know if and when any danger is coming from the city. So far, nothing has left, no abyss creatures or Silver Guard. I’ll alert you if that changes.”

      Minda was kind enough to thank the demon, and he disappeared, seeing Cade was not in the mood for any other jests.

      Shrugging his shoulders, Cade touched the golden pillar and closed his eyes once more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Town Interface

      

        

      
        Interface Controller: Caderick Shelby Clarke, the Terran

      

        

      
        You wish to access the Town Interface?

      

        

      
        Yes. Um… Pablo says hi.

      

        

      
        I have received Pablo’s salutations. Will you give him mine in return?

      

        

      
        Yes. Can you teach me how to use the control panel?

      

        

      
        Requested information transferring now.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Like all good things in Antinium, the transfer of information Cade received hurt. His brain pulsed with energy, and he made a little noise, but at least it wasn’t as bad as when Gemma had fried him half to death.

      As the sensation passed, he stared at Minda and realized he knew what the symbols meant that were written across the golden control panel.

      Approaching the ancient apparatus, Cade pressed a button above which read, Micah.

      “Thank you, Micah. Next time, warn me if something is going to hurt. Okay?”

      The demon’s tinny voice rang out from the dome above them. “Command accepted. However, no other actions should result in physical discomfort. How else may I help you?”

      Cade read each section of the controls, one marked Structures, another Security, and a final one Citizens. Options were listed below each of them that he was certain would expand into even more options. Yet at the very top of was a flashing red line. It was the most concerning piece of information available. It read simply: Available Mana: 0/1000.

      “We have no Available Mana. Is there anything I can do that does not need mana? There is a sick villager who needs healing. Is that possible?”

      Micah’s voice answered immediately. “Negative, Caderick Shelby Clarke. Healing a sick or wounded citizen costs a base total of 50 Available Mana. Insufficient energy.”

      “So I can’t build a new building or erect a safety dome either?”

      “Anti-antagonistic Force Shield costs a minimum of 500 Available Mana. Each construction project requires significant mana as well. I am sorry, Caderick Shelby Clarke, but the answer is no.”

      He sighed, not wanting to see the look of disappointment mirrored in Minda’s face. He asked the only other question that seemed relevant. “Micah, where do the stairs lead to?”

      “The Camp Casmeer Township has the luxury of a resident dungeon. Even Tanrial is not equipped with such an accommodation. However, the training grounds there provide an equally beneficial if not distinct service.”

      Now that might be something, he thought, his hopes mounting slightly. “What purpose do the dungeon and training grounds provide?”

      “The dungeon has seven descending levels. Each one contains monsters of increasing power and prowess. It is one of the most efficient ways to level up. Would you like to enter level one of the dungeon now?”

      Cade glanced to Minda, and a grin crossed his face. “I don’t know. Minda, do we want to enter the dungeon?”

      She grinned in response, but he could see the same hint of restraint in her gaze. It was not the right time to take a gamble, especially not with only the two of them present.

      Having been assured there was no danger of the monsters leaving the dungeon and possibly ambushing them later, Cade found the discipline to walk away from the great mystery resting just below the floor they were standing upon.

      They walked back to camp where Ketzal and Bellows had finished gouging out the trenches for their fortifications. Cade and Minda held back the news until after the first section of palisade had been constructed. It was long, hard work, and it was afternoon when the group took a break, diving into the pool and ridding themselves of sweat and grime.

      Satemi’s skin glowed in the sun, a lazy smile seeming always a breath away. Cade felt the same sense of elation. A single night with Ketzal was good for us both, he mused, watching the woman dart a hand through the water and splash Minda.

      This caused a bit of a ruckus until Gemma approached them. The laughter died down as everyone turned to see the woman striding up, naked and savage as she deposited the carcass of a massive snake on the ground, its heavy coils falling to the earth like bags of rice. Crimson blood spilled across her chest and shoulder, and though she looked fatigued, the woman looked capable of killing any one of them.

      Then she smiled shyly, a hand held out above her kill. “Is this a nice beast to eat in your world?”

      Minda herself darted out of the water, gripping Gemma by the elbow, and pulled her into the pool. At first, Gemma seemed hesitant. She eyed the water suspiciously, as if it were poison or some form of danger. But when her feet splashed in, she dabbled them about a moment, making a few tiny waves.

      A wild grin split her scowl in two, and Gemma ran after Minda. The woman dove in only to sputter up once more. She obviously lacked the skill to swim, but she found her footing once more. When Minda dashed water up into her face, the last of the tension between the two melted away.

      Eventually, Satemi dried herself and announced that there was much more work to be done before they could rest for the evening.

      Stepping out of the pool, their leather clothes dripping freely, Cade figured the time was perfect.

      “So, Minda and I used the Mana Shard to reboot the Town Interface. As we’d feared, there’s nothing we can do as it took all of the mana to power the system back on. However, we do have one piece of information. Minda, would you do the honors?”

      Satemi scowled. “Come on now, guys, don’t hold back. Spit it out already. Find any treasure? Recovered a lost soul weapon?”

      “Camp Casmeer is home to its very own dungeon. And the first level is open and ready to explore. We were tempted to go ourselves, but it seemed smart to wait until we have backup,” Minda said, grinning with suppressed excitement.

      Ketzal’s eyes grew wide. “A dungeon? Foul constructs. We do not want to enter a dungeon. Who knows what beasts we might find!”

      “I think that’s the point, Ketzal. And do not worry, you may stay at camp if you’d like. But Micah, the Town Interface demon, said the dungeon’s express purpose is to allow us the opportunity to level up. The fortifications are important, and we will build them, Satemi. Pablo has agreed to act as scout and let us know if any forces leave Tanrial. But more important than palisades is the power that leveling will bring.”

      Cade waited, feeling the tension in the air like a taut bowstring.

      “I don’t get to tell anyone else their business, but I think we should send a party down to kill us some monsters and gain a level or two. And I think we should do so first thing in the morning.”
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      Camp Casmeer managed to build two more sections of palisade before night fell and the labor became dangerous. Satemi designed their fortifications to slow any assault that was made up the earthen ramp that led up to the camp’s main platform. The bottom three palisades were staggered, which would force any attackers to weave around each blockade. At the top of the ramp, where it was most narrow, two sets of palisades would be set down side by side, acting to pinch off an attack.

      This would even the odds slightly if, or when, an army came for them.

      Yet it wasn’t foolproof, and if their few numbers were to count, they’d need to level up.

      Ketzal remained with Sholl. She was most suited to the task for one. But she also seemed to have an aversion to the dungeon. Whatever torturous realities she’d been exposed to in her previous world was insurmountable.

      Cade gave Gemma a few supplies to store in her Inventory. A Staunching Poultice, Healing Tincture, a spare waterskin, and some of their dried rations. Minda gave her a spare torch and flint. If we somehow get separated, nobody should be without the basics, Cade thought. They ate a big breakfast and marched toward the tunnel where the dungeon waited.

      Minda and Satemi took point, and Gemma and Cade walked behind. No creatures met them in the forest, and other than Micah buzzing out a quick hello, their trip was uneventful.

      Lighting their torches, the group descended the steps and entered the first level of the dungeon.

      Knowing Antinium and the glorious city of Tanrial at its heart, Cade rolled his eyes when they made it to the bottom of the elaborate stairs. Not only was it bright enough to see down here, but the dungeon was stylized in the same gilded glory everything else was. They snuffed their torches and looked around.

      A wide room big enough to host a cozy wedding reception opened up around the base of the stairs, its ceiling twelve feet high at least, and all around its edges, a band of gold metal poured light upwards illuminating everything. It was empty but for two long benches carved out of the walls on either side, and what appeared to be a weapon’s rack. It too was empty.

      Beyond the benches, at the far end of the hall, a massive door stood. It was flung wide open, only blackness looming behind. As they walked closer, Cade made out a detail that was barely discernible. When he was within five feet he could finally see what it was. A sheer layer of pale-blue energy shimmered over the opening. Must be a force shield like the one that surrounds Antinium, he thought.

      Experimentally, he reached out a finger and tried to touch it. He passed right through, and only a cold chill ran over his skin.

      “Okay, so it seems good and dark in there. Torches again?” he asked.

      Satemi answered. “Torches in every hand can be a burden. Let me take lead, and Cade, you can bear a torch behind me. Use the explosive end of your axe and you should be just fine. Minda, you should bear the second torch as you can cast your spells with one hand. Gemma needs both if she is to use her bow.”

      Nobody argued, just listened to the cold logic of Satemi the General of Casmeer.

      And then they stepped through the shield and into a hazy half-darkness.

      Other lights existed in the dungeon proper as well, but they were dim and far and few between. The chamber no longer had the clean and geometrical shape of the room above, but was carved out of the stone itself, and the floor was dry soil.

      The passageway they headed down was wide, so wide that occasionally, the torches failed to penetrate every shadow. Cade made them move slow, whispering in Satemi’s ear that they should clear every nook and cranny before moving on. In a space this dark and vast, it wasn’t possible to ensure that nothing got behind your position. Yet he could ensure they did their best to avoid that.

      They zig-zagged across a huge room that was vaguely ovoid. Each pass had Cade brimming with nerves, but each pass they ended up facing rough-hewn stone once more.

      After a few minutes of doing such, as the room came to a place where it seemed widest, Satemi discovered something truly disturbing. As the torch flickered closer to the wall, she pointed out the black maw of a small tunnel leading away into the mountain. It was big enough for them to crawl through, if they were stupid enough to try. Shaking his head, Cade gestured for them to leave it be and keep going.

      Knowing now that their enemies could circumvent their party easily was not a nice feeling. They moved slowly, Gemma with bow poised and ready to draw in an instant, Minda staff in hand. Both of them crept sideways, their attention focused to the rear and side of their party. Satemi watched only ahead, and Cade kept a look out for anything to their flanks. It was the best they could do for now.

      Thankfully, the first beast to attack them telegraphed its assault with a dry and rasping scream. The sound was something like wind blowing through a chink in a stone wall but magnified several times over. Cade turned and saw a tiny monster sprinting toward them. It seemed to be holding several long daggers in each hand, and though it ran upright, Cade couldn’t discern its head for the odd assortment of brambles it wore for a crown.

      He used Double Tap, two mana bullets punching into the creature’s chest and slowing it. Satemi swept out her sword to finish it. The blade thunked hard into the monster’s flesh, sticking there. Their attacker flailed on the ground awhile but died soon after.

      Satemi tugged at her sword, eventually resorting to pinioning her foot against the thing's chest to tear it free. Cade examined their tiny, new foe.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dryadic Terror

        Level 3

        Dungeon Humanoid Minion
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        * * *

      

      “Dryadic?” Cade wondered aloud, holding the torch above the beast’s face. He saw that its hand full of knives were really long and pointing fingers, each over a foot long. Each hand had ten such dagger fingers to its name, and he knew that should it have reached them, the pointy appendages would have done serious damage. Its face was little more than a gaping hole in the shriveled wood of its hide, and two beady black eyes. What had confused him was the dryad’s nest of foliage that decorated its scalp.

      Shrugging, Cade said only, “If it is only these we have to worry about, I think we should be fine. A swarm though might get ugly.”

      “Already looks ugly enough for my taste,” Minda pointed out, referring to the beast’s disturbing visage.

      Chick’s got a point, Cade thought, then placed his hand on the monster’s chest and looted it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        5 Elderwood Branches

        1 Small Elderwood Heart
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        * * *

      

      “Let’s keep going then,” Cade whispered, not sure what to make of their loot. He hoped they could use it in some recipe or as a crafting resource, but that was a problem they could figure out later.

      The group came to the end of the long corridor, and the walls closed off to present a narrow space only eight or ten feet wide for them to pass through. Satemi eyed Cade briefly, her gut no doubt screaming ambush as loudly as his own. But there was nothing else to do but inch forward and hope they would be prepared for the next attack.

      A vast chamber opened up on the other side, the blackness on all sides too deep to pierce with their torches. It was a terrifying feeling to see such a limited space, but hampering their whole party with torches was a foolish idea. Again they began the zig zag pattern in an attempt to clear the dungeon room a bit at a time. And this time, they didn’t have so far to go.

      A similar howling wind scream tore through the air, this time louder and coming from more than one direction.

      Cade saw the first group of Dryadic Terrors darting at them from the side, and as his blast staff recharged, he fired an Explosive Shot in their midst. The effect was devastating. Chunks of old, rotted wood flew out in all directions. The dryad the explosive hit burst into flames, exposing the area around it. It was a fortunate accident as well since no less than a dozen more of the monsters were streaming in from all around.

      Some were as small as their last attacker, but others were twice as tall and three times as broad in the chest. Their howling screams were unsettling and effectively confused the party members. It was like an old witch had taken on the avatar of a train, then shouted out her laments.

      A fiery arrow leapt over Cade’s shoulder, coming from Gemma’s bow he presumed, and ignited the largest dryad in their midst. Its thrashing caught two others aflame as well.

      Minda activated her snare skill, the twisting roots surging up from the ground and crushing a dryad to pieces. Then Satemi’s swords glowed crimson and her sweeping attacks cut through a swath of the creatures.

      The noise of the attack seemed to die down somewhat, but a green glow at the far end of the tunnel caught Cade’s eye. It was too far away to rush after without inviting disaster, so he watched. Something was casting a spell, that much was obvious. And in a moment, they knew its effect.

      A ball the size of a grapefruit flew into the mass of dryad bodies, suffusing their twisted limbs and bodies with green energy. Then the mass of fallen monster began to move.

      Quick and uncanny, the fallen dryads shifted about, locking together and forming an enormous body. It stood, a champion amalgamation that would definitely be making an appearance in Cade’s dreams.

      He swallowed hard and inspected what they faced.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dryadic Conglomerate

        Level 7

        Dungeon Humanoid Champion
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        * * *

      

      “More fire!” Cade shouted, and again, a burning arrow shot out from Gemma’s bow and sunk into the creature’s chest. It fizzled out immediately. The green energy writhing about the champion’s body extinguished the fire. The extra light filled the chamber as the huge monster strode toward them, its long arms made of three full dryad bodies apiece.

      Beyond the monster, Cade spotted a tiny figure, another ball of energy forming in its hands. “Oh, no you don’t, little fucker. Satemi, hold off Frankenstein. I’m gonna handle that guy.” Setting his torch down carefully, Cade took a knee and aimed his blast staff at the dryad’s face. For the first time since gaining his many upgrades, he fired a regular mana bullet. It would not be as devastating, but accuracy was what would matter the most here.

      The blue round streaked across the room and sunk into the dryad’s body. It didn’t fall dead, but the spell was interrupted. Cade stood and sprinted toward the creature. Having a twelve-foot energy-infused champion behind him made everything easy to see. The room was thankfully empty other than the little monster before him. Yet even as he ran, it started casting once more. Cade gripped his axe and turned it to utilize the hammer. Just one solid strike and he knew the three-foot bastard would be splinters.

      He dropped the hammer down on the dryad’s head in an overhead attack as its spell flung out and into Cade’s chest.

      The dryad splintered and died immediately, but Cade stumbled back, blinding pain tearing through his torso. A fell, green light wormed through his sternum, and when he looked down, he saw tiny roots eating away at his flesh.

      As manly and powerful as he was, Cade decided it was a good time to scream.

      While he tore at the roots as fast as they formed, the battle raged behind him. Satemi was cursing as she slashed away at the champion, narrowly avoiding its sweeping attacks. Gemma was firing arrow after arrow, having little effect on the beast.

      Cade fell to his knees, the roots burying themselves in one of his lungs and working closer to his heart. He spat out blood and nearly swooned. Then Minda was there in front of him, her palm pressing against the knotted mass. The green light pulled into her hand, and the roots withered and died. “Here, Cade. Drink this!” she shouted, and made him take a Healing Tincture. Immediately, the burn of his wounds ceased somewhat. The effect was minor, but stopped the bleeding in his lungs. The rest was tissue damage.

      Taking a handful of her herbs, Cade shoved the bitter treat into his mouth and chewed away.

      I need to help out, he thought and tried to stand to his feet. Minda pushed him back down, and shook her head. She strode back toward the flailing giant, her staff held high.

      Yet it wasn’t Minda who brought the monster low. Gemma growled, frustration in her voice, and shifted into her tiger form. Her body writhed with angry flames, and she ran at the dryad. She darted about its form, tearing through its wooden flesh with reckless savagery. And despite the resistance of the green energy, the dryad eventually caught fire and fell to the ground.

      For far too long, the beast tried to crawl forward, slowly thrashing against its second and final death. Goosebumps covered Cade’s arms. Now that takes the prize for most potent source of nightmare fuel.

      Burning dryad monster had a surprisingly pleasant smell, so the group took a short break to recover their wits and stamina. Cade’s chest was feeling quite a bit better, though he was far from fully healed. Without the thick leather vest Satemi had made for him, he was sure he’d already have been dead.

      The thought of using Restoration of the Grove was appealing as hell, but he resisted the urge. They weren’t done with the dungeon yet, or rather, it wasn’t done with them.

      “How much further do you think this thing goes?” he asked the group as they ate some fruit and passed around a waterskin.

      Minda shook her head. “No way of knowing. Feels like we’ve only just begun. It is only the first floor though, so hopefully not too much more. Another question has been on my mind. If this dungeon is here to help the travelers to Antinium level up, then do these monsters come back when we leave? Or are they permanently destroyed?”

      “You will need to ask the demon in the machine,” Satemi said pragmatically. She stood and stretched her long legs by folding over, and Cade admired the strings of muscle dancing over her back. Then, standing in a flourish, she produced her sword and announced she was ready to resume.

      The others nodded, agreeing that it was now or never. Gemma had transformed back into her human form shortly after the fight, and Cade was curious why. “Gemma, if the cat form was so effective, why not stay like that, at least while we are in the dungeon?”

      “It burns away my ether, my mana, as it is called in this world. I can only do so for a small amount of time. Before I died, I could remain the tiger for up to two hours without shifting back. Now, I can do so only for five minutes at a time. It gets longer each time I level up, so hopefully I will improve greatly.”

      Gemma resummoned her bow, the weapon shimmering out from the marking on her back. She tested the string once more, and added, “I am now level three by the way. I have chosen another bow skill, one that will help should any of those creatures get too close. My Ember Dart was quite effective against the dryads, but if I find myself face to face with one, I now have a skill called Bow Slap. I can strike an enemy with my bow, and it increases the damage by 300%. I am pleased with the addition.”

      “Pretty addictive, huh? Yeah, Minda, where are you at? I’m at 73% to Level 5. Will be nice to add one more tool to my arsenal,” Cade said, turning to the beastkin.

      Minda held out her hand, extending the staff in her grip. “Only 48%. Each level takes longer. I’ll be Level 6 soon enough though. And you, Satemi?”

      “I’m at 25%. Doesn’t seem like much, but for how close this is to camp, we are lucky. Let’s go, I hope to be done and back in time to do more construction if possible.”

      Cade laughed, admiring the woman’s work ethic. They tried to loot the hulking monster they’d faced down, but only Charred Wood was available, and when summoned, was little more than a pile of smoking sticks. They left those and checked the caster Cade had killed. He looted 3 Enchanted Vines from the creature and examined its crumpled form.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dryadic Shaman

        Level 5

        Dungeon Humanoid Leader
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        * * *

      

      And the group continued out another passage beyond, still visible in the dwindling flames that consumed the rest of the dryad champion.

      Once more, they walked with torches in hand, creeping through the dungeon. Two more short frays with packs of Dryadic Terrors interrupted their progress, but they pressed ahead into the dark. Ahead of them, glimmering back in the dark, a vast array of gold metal objects lay about the chamber. At first, it was impossible to make them out, but as they approached, Cade saw they were sculptures. One was in the figure of an angel, mighty seraphic wings swept up above its inhuman face. No eyes or mouth marked its features, just a crown of wild hair. Another had the body of a minotaur, its body scarred and heavily muscled.

      A scratching noise made Cade turn just in time to see three of the distinct magic balls being summoned from a patch of deep shade to one side. They’d been so caught up in the majesty of the sculptures that they had dropped their guard for an instant.

      One of the balls flew out toward Cade, and thankfully, this time he was able to dodge it. The magic splashed against the minotaur, vines curling feebly against the hard metal.

      Another struck on Satemi. She blocked it with her elbow, but the roots tore through her arm and made her drop one of the swords she loved so much. Growling, the woman sliced through the roots as they gouged holes through her flesh, and Cade marveled at her composition. How did they make that one so damn tough? he wondered, pointing his blast axe toward one of the tiny figures. He fired, this time having the satisfaction of seeing his Explosive Shot rip the little shaman in half.

      The final ball of energy slammed into Gemma’s leg. She cried out in pain as the roots tore into her flesh. A second later and she was a flaming pile of cat, streaking toward the Dryadic Shamans. Finding the monster who’d attacked her in seconds, she tore through its body with her fiery claws. It ignited and illuminated the room they stood in more than ever.

      Cade spotted the third shaman running away, heading to find another ambush site, he was sure. His blast staff was still recharging, so he cursed impotently. Then Minda sent an arsenal of daggers streaking after it. They thunked into the wooden back of the shaman, one after another, and when the final one landed, the little beast was dead.

      In the faint glow of the burning dryad, something caught Cade’s attention. A huge golden bowl lay ahead, almost like a fountain of sorts. He waved to the others to follow, and when he got there, he saw it was a basin big enough to act as a trough for Bellows. It wasn’t filled with water though. In fact, the fumes that wafted up to his nose made his eyes tear up.

      He gave it a test, touching his torch to the surface of the liquid, and was rewarded by a whoosh of flame igniting. It was a pool of oil, made exclusively for this purpose. The room filled with golden light. The basin lit a long wick that hung down the wall, and a path of oil ignited, slowly ringing the entire room in flame.

      It was a larger space than he imagined, as big as a colosseum. And when he saw the vaulted walls to either side, and the expanse of sandy grit all around them, it dawned on him, it was exactly that.

      They could see the two sculptures clearly now, each over eight feet tall and intensely detailed. The floor was clear. No other enemies rushed out to attack them, and though it was eerie to be surrounded by glorious flame below ground and still injured, he sighed in relief.

      “I thought we were about to get our asses handed to us, guys. Sorry I lit that. Curiosity killed the Chimera Lord, as they say,” he said to the group, all of whom were eyeing him suspiciously.

      Satemi shook her head. “Cade. Sometimes I wonder. But at least we know now the room is empty. I do not see any other exits either. Perhaps we have killed the last of the dungeon’s monsters.”

      “That is too hopeful,” Minda said wisely, glancing around the room to find anything else to kill.

      Gemma, back in her human skin once more, pointed toward the far corner of the room. “There, that looks like the pillar that unwound the staircase above us.”

      The group noted the simple gold rod protruding from the ground and walked toward it. Cade saw symbols etched into its surface but they weren’t glowing like the control panel had been. Their meaning was clear however. They read, “Activate Staircase Level 2.” He told the group what he’d learned and a silence fell over them as they considered the problem.

      Satemi sheathed her swords, and crossed her arms. She was in full thinking mode. At last, she asked Cade if he could see if Micah might answer their call from down here. It was a good idea, but as he’d thought, the demon did not respond when he called his name. So he touched the golden pillar and closed his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dungeon Interface

      

        

      
        Interface Controller: Caderick Shelby Clarke, the Terran

      

        

      
        You wish to access the Dungeon Interface?

      

        

      
        Micah, there you are. Yes, can you activate the stairs to the next level?

      

        

      
        Negative. Insufficient mana resources. Also, you have not met the dungeon criteria to progress further.

      

        

      
        What criteria? Why didn’t you mention that before?

      

        

      
        You must kill all dungeon monsters before progressing. One monster remains.
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        * * *

      

      Cade jerked his hand away from the pillar and shot his eyes around the arena. What did we miss? Where the fuck are you? he wondered, berating himself for failing to see what must be obvious.

      “Cade, tell us what just happened,” Satemi said, her voice filled with concern.

      He crossed back to the middle of the room, and there he saw it. Calling the women over, he pointed to the small metal disc in the center of the floor. After giving nods of approval, he pressed it with his foot, and the disc sank into the ground.

      A grating noise came from far above them, and when they turned they saw a vile-looking humanoid walk out on a balcony. Its skin shone black, and its head was bald. It wore a suit of golden, Tanrial armor, and had a whip in its hand. A control panel rose before it, and the creature hissed. Then it spoke in a language none of them understood. Only its intent came through. The thing was evil, and it very much wanted to kill them all.
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            First, a Creepy, then a Crawl

          

        

      

    

    
      Minda sent another flight of daggers up at the monster, and a fiery arrow followed. Yet all of the attacks dissolved in smoke as they struck a barely visible shield that protected the creature. The sheer impotence of their situation seemed to tickle the ugly guy’s ego. He literally bounced from foot to foot, knowing they could do nothing to harm him.

      Not knowing what else to do, Cade inspected their new foe, hoping to find anything useful.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Dokkalfa Overseer

        Level 8

        Dungeon Humanoid Boss
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        * * *

      

      “Fuck! That’s the boss,” Cade said, pointing out the obvious. Video games to the rescue, he mused. Soldiers were either constantly busy and stressed or waiting endlessly for the world or their command to tell them what was next. In those thousands of hours of mind-numbing pointlessness, most Joes gamed. “I don’t think we can kill him directly. Probably have to do something else, maybe even fight something else, to finish him.”

      Answering the beck and call of sweet irony, the overseer pressed a few of the buttons, and the arena floor began to shift. A few gouts of flame erupted from the floor, a burst of light and heat that made them all flinch. A vent had been close enough to singe Satemi, and the woman jumped away, her leather armor smoking.

      “Traps, that’s great! Come on, guys. Let’s figure out how can we kill this bastard.”

      “That is not our problem right now. Look!” Minda cried, pointing to the middle of the floor.

      By Bacchus’ Heavenly Balls, Cade thought as he looked to see one of the golden sculptures come to life. The minotaur twisted its body, the metallic muscles in its legs bulging. Then it tore one massive hoof free, sending pieces of metal rocketing across the room.

      The beast looked at them and bellowed its rage, which was for some odd reason, directed at their group. Cade found this to be completely unfair. They hadn’t done the bull man any injury. Yet there it was looking ready to skin and eat them all. It took a few lumbering steps forward and dipped its horns to face them, Cade tried to inspect the monster. All he saw was the words “Dungeon Construct” when he did so. No level information, and no creature type was presented.

      “Form up! It's huge, ugly, and for some fucked-up reason, anatomically correct. But we can do it, guys! We’ll bring that Blue Falcon down!” Cade said, trying to rouse his companions’ spirits.

      Satemi glared at him. “It is a bull not a falcon. Cade, start by shooting it in the face. See what that does.”

      The woman’s pragmatism was sharp as a cleaver. Cade lifted the handle of his blast axe and fired a Slug Shot right into the minotaur’s nose. A metallic clang resounded and the beast halted a moment. He held his breath, hoping they’d done some damage. But the beast just shook its head. No Daze effect landed and there was little more than a dent in the creature’s snout. It yelled again then charged Cade.

      “Shit! Bring him down!” Cade hollered, flipping his axe in his hands. He shouted out an Alpha’s Call to boost the party. They’d just have to see what melee damage would do to the metal monster.

      Cade was grateful the hulking beast had no weapon to use on them, but as it charged, Cade realized the horns upon its head were as deadly as anything. He rolled to avoid the first attack, and swung his axe at the creature’s leg. He activated Culling the Pack while he did so, hoping to maim the monster. If they could slow it down, the fight might not be so challenging. But the thing's metallic body just deflected his attack easily.

      Minda sent a flight of daggers at the minotaur as it turned to charge again, but like the arrow Gemma fired, they ricocheted off. Each attack was damaging the creature, but little more than gouges were blemishing its golden hide.

      Another series of flame jets erupted in the room. One ignited directly under Gemma. The woman yelped and nearly lost her bow, but her skin didn’t even smoke afterward. Lucky draw. If one of those hits the rest of us, we’re screwed. Maybe if we bring down this mewling man-boy, the traps will stop.

      “Satemi! Can you do that crazy energy sword thing you did on Vormer?” Cade asked, hoping she could go god mode on the bastard and end this fight quickly.

      But the woman shook her head. “It is a week-long cooldown. I won’t be able to access it for a few more days. I’ll try something though.”

      The woman darted forward and triggered a skill that made her blades light up crimson. This time, when the minotaur came closer, it slowed and approached them more methodically. Damn, now the thing is gonna fight smarter. Not a good sign, Cade thought. Then the beast clenched its fists. Each knotted hand was as large as Cade’s head, and both began to burn bright yellow. Two hammers extended and formed from each. It swung as Satemi moved in to attack.

      “Aim for its eyes!” Cade shouted to Minda and Gemma. If they could at least get the thing to flinch it could be a literal life saver for Satemi.

      The two warriors joined the battle. Ducking the first swing of the beast’s hammer, Satemi struck it with her glowing sword. Her attack scored a deep groove across its chest, and the bull grunted in pain. Twice more her swords darted out. Once was a glancing blow at the crook of its neck, and the final a low attack that caught the monster on the side of its ankle, just above the hoof.

      Hell yeah! Get it, girl! Cade roared in his head, aiming at the beast and waiting for a clear shot to fire his blast axe.

      If the battle continued in such a fashion, Satemi would end the fight on her own. But Mr. Bull used a skill. Cords of writhing ether emerged from its body and wrapped around the beast’s limbs. When it moved again, its speed was increased dramatically. It swung again at Satemi, and she was able to duck under the massive hammer as it came for her, but in a show of skill, the beast followed through with an elbow strike that sent the woman tumbling away in the dust.

      It moved forward, both hammers lifting high to finish her.

      Gemma ran forward, adopting her cat form and raking her claws along its ribs while Minda sent dagger after dagger into its face. Cade did the same, firing a second Slug Shot at the minotaur in hopes of Dazing it.

      The attacks didn’t hurt the monster much, but the barrage did throw it off balance. Most importantly, Satemi was given time to roll away.

      A flaming tiger slashed the monster across the face while it was still lifting its hammers back up from its overhead strike. Gemma was a storm, a gale of fire and claw. Despite the minotaur’s amped-up attack speed, she wove between hammer blows. She tore through its metal hide, slashing the beast’s legs in particular, a tactic Cade thought was smart. If its mobility were hindered, the fight would be easy.

      Another double hammer smash was aimed at the tiger’s vulnerable back, but Gemma shot forward, dancing between its legs. It was tall enough that the beast’s manly parts were left unscorched, which was too bad. Yet it was beginning to slow. Each attack was countered, Gemma leaving her signature fiery claw marks all over its body.

      Then once more, the stupid bull changed shit up. As Gemma was whirling to rush it once more, the minotaur lifted both hammers and brought them together like a hellish instrument. The metal weapons crashed into one another with such force that a ripple of power shot out. Gemma was thrown off balance, her cat form disappearing. Everyone shook for a few moments, the shock of the blast halting all the momentum of the fight.

      Fuck this, Cade thought. “Get back everyone! Time for a little boom.”

      He pulled out a Blast Stick, not really wanting to use a full Boom Stick in such close quarters, and lobbed it at the minotaur. The explosive struck the beast in its left shoulder. Fragments of golden metal ripped across the room in all directions, and when the smoke cleared, Cade saw the minotaur had lost its arm. A thick, metallic ichor dripped from its wound, pooling on the sandy arena floor. It staggered and nearly fell. Then it regained its senses and stared directly at Cade.

      It opened its bovine mouth and screamed in outrage. A bright-yellow light burned at the edge of its wound, sealed it, and slowly started to regrow its lost limb.

      Not seeing any other options, Cade played his last card. Not all metal is conductive, but he was hoping whatever alloy the minotaur was made of would be. Activating Wyrm’s Wrath and his newest skill Electric Touch, he ran ahead and unleashed hell.

      When the edge of Cade’s axe touched the monster’s skin a blast of arcing electricity crackled across its chest. An odd smell like ozone and matches filled the air. Cade continued his assault. He struck the minotaur beneath its jaw in an upswing, then hacked it in the ribs. When the beast stumbled back, Cade charged forward, switching to his hammer and landing a heavy blow in the center of the monster’s chest and then followed it up by driving the tip of his mana spear into its heart.

      Each attack emitted more electrical charge, and the beast’s eyes grew wide, its body twitching with each attack. But when he stabbed it, the energy dispersed within the monster, and its great mouth gaped.

      Tugging his weapon free, Cade stepped back just in time to avoid being smashed by the heavy construct. It lay steaming before them, dead or dismantled, or whatever the fuck you call a broke-dick machine of death.

      Cade glanced to the side, his lungs burning from the battle. Minda was helping Satemi to her feet, and Gemma had just fired another arrow at the Overseer above them. Again, the projectile bounced off of the protective field. In answer, the Dokkalfa bastard hit a few more buttons before him and activated the second construct.

      It was no surprise. Two gold, badass sculptures, and one comes to life: the other one must do the same. Yet when he saw the angel rise in the air, and its face shone down on them like a beacon of indifferent power, he nearly filled his drawers.

      The construct seemed to light from within, glowing softly before them like a terrifying nightlight. Its form undulated, and despite its obvious density, it seemed like a sheet moving in the wind.

      Then its face burned brighter, and a thick beam of energy blasted out at the group of dungeon divers. They dodged out of the way, and the construct swiveled its head, chasing Minda as she sprinted across the floor. As it was about to catch her, the woman reached the far wall and ran up, flipping over backward and landing on her feet as the beam extinguished. What the flying circus was that? Cade mused, admiring the agility of his sometimes lover.

      But even as she recovered from the display of agility, a thick spear leapt out from the wall and ripped through the flesh above her ribs. Minda growled, clutching herself in pain, but the trap wasn’t fatal. Again, luck was on their side.

      Seeing the group halting from shock, Cade rallied their spirits with a classy, “Kill that fucker!”

      He fired a Double Tap while Minda and Gemma sent their own projectiles flying at the eerie angel. He wasn’t sure what they were hoping for, but seeing the attacks sink into the liquid metal and disappear was not it. The angel was completely unaffected by the attacks, and raised its arms toward them. This time, twin lasers shot out. It traced the ground, burning the arena sand and filling the air with acrid smoke. The lasers were both heading directly for Cade.

      Cade knew he couldn’t do some fancy run-up-the-wall trick like Minda, but he tried his best to dodge the attacks. The beam cut through the air toward his head, and he ducked, then jumped over the opposing beam as it came for him. Then he rolled below another. Again, the angel swept the lasers at Cade and he brought up his buckler to block the attack. The beams of energy refracted off the metal of the soul weapon, sending threads of energy in all directions. One fell on his shoulder, searing it in a flash.

      He grunted, feeling his skin and flesh dissolve into thin air. But he’d survived the assault.

      As the angel charged up for another mega beam strike, Cade hefted his axe and decided to give melee a try. Satemi beat him to it though, and her sword slashed through the angel’s torso several times in quick succession. The blades passed through harmlessly, not even making a sound.

      The angel’s face lit up with celestial fire once more, this time aimed at Gemma. It was fortunate for the woman simply fell into her cat form and sprinted away. She made the evasive maneuvers almost look easy as she did so. Yet the angel changed its tactics mid attack, veering off suddenly toward Satemi. The Amazon was nowhere near as agile as the other women, but she did her best. As she raced away from the careening energy, another spear trap erupted from the floor, driving into her thigh. She shouted in surprise and pain, falling to the ground, the spear having snapped off from her momentum.

      Cade rushed forward and triggered Shroom Shield just in time to absorb most of the blast. The buckler itself reflected even more of the attack’s focus, but some of it passed around the shield’s edges and seared his face and neck with a terrible heat.

      Frustrated, and hoping to catch a little luck, Cade fired an Explosive Shot.

      The resulting bang rippled the angel’s form, and though it settled once more, they all gasped when they saw some of the liquid metal break away and splash to the ground.

      He wasted no more time dicking around. Pulling out the large Boom Stick, Cade waved the women to get back. The angel’s arms were warming up for another pass, but before it could initiate the attack, Cade threw the huge grenade at its center. “Gemma!” he shouted, and the archer let her fiery arrow fly. Just as the grenade was about to splash into the metal, the arrow struck home and an explosion rocked the room.

      Most of the angel exploded into a fine mist, but gobs of the liquid gold fell everywhere as well. They blinked in surprise, the fight over and the angelic construct utterly defeated.

      For a minute, nothing but silence and the ringing in Cade’s ears passed. He looked to the women around him, and they were unsure of what would happen next as well. The overseer scowled down at them from his perch. Finally, after Cade flung up his arms as if to ask What now, man? the boss rattled off another command on his control panel.

      The room suddenly came alive with activity. Everywhere golden metal was falling, it was being absorbed by the room. The balcony the overseer stood on opened up, and he was propelled outward on a floating disc which slowly fell to the arena floor.

      If this son of a bitch controlled such potent monsters, then this fight might be too much for us, Cade worried as he prepared another shot from his blast staff. Signaling with his hand, he let the girls know that as soon as the shield came down, they were going to let everything they had loose. Gemma drew her bow and Minda stood with staff held high, daggers floating around her. Satemi triggered her glowing swords again, and they waited.

      The overseer settled down onto the sand of the area. It raised its rope arms, cords of muscle dancing as it gesticulated something vulgar. Then the monster opened its mouth and exposed razor-sharp teeth. It threw out a long whip from each hand, sending out a crackle of energy as he shot the weapons forward. He was taunting them. The overseer had seen every attack they had, knew their weaknesses, and now they were going to have to face it directly.

      Then the shimmer of the force shield fell, and the creature howled in malevolent glee.

      Gemma’s arrow sunk into its throat, and the monster choked. It clutched the shaft, its onyx eyes bulging. Then the dagger flew, Cade blasted it with two of his mana bullets, each piercing its chest. And as the foul creature fell to its knees, Satemi’s blades swept off its head first and then its torso, the swords nicking through the spine with an audible snick.

      The overseer crumpled before them, black blood staining the arena sand.

      It was over.

      Cade laughed like a madman, relieved as well as stricken with the perfect irony of the boss’s demise. Minda joined him, but Satemi and Gemma viewed their companions like they were mad.

      When they were done, they looted the boss and received a 2nd Floor Key as well as another juicy supply of XP. Cade leveled up as did Gemma once again. It was the perfect way to end such a challenging journey, and to celebrate, Cade triggered Restoration of the Grove and healed their wounds. He sighed in relief as his burn cooled and the root damage done to his chest was finally repaired.

      He checked once more to be certain, asking Micah if they could open the 2nd floor. But as he’d thought, mana was required to activate the stairwell. They’d need more Mana Shards to progress any further.

      The would-be adventure seekers retreated at last, all still bearing torches despite the knowledge that the monsters within the first level of the dungeon had all been cleared out. Cade knew they would return, in time, and he’d have to face down some other twisted concoction of monsters. Who designed this place? He couldn’t help but question. It wasn’t as if the layout were particularly brilliant. Then again, it was only the first of seven floors.

      So as he strode up the staircase, heading back to camp, back to more hard labor and a life of endless toil, he knew the real question was, What would they find deeper within?
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            Trapdoor Plot Twist

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m sorry, I just don’t feel like shedding my body like that fucking spider! And what if I become covered in spiny hairs? Think of that, Minda? This is my body we’re talking about,” Cade argued for the tenth time. It had begun as a well-intentioned discussion of his next chosen trait, but now he just felt targeted.

      Minda held up her hands and backed away. “Fine, Cade. But if you get your arm hacked off and can never regrow it again, you’ll need to apologize.”

      That is pretty fucking unfair, he thought. Lose a limb and have to say sorry about it too! No thanks.

      But what he said was, “Thank you for respecting my decision. I’m going with the Earthen Ape trait. I’ll let you all know what the skill choices are.”

      The argument had been over whether or not to choose Ape’s Aptitude or Hale as the Horde. The second, the trait option given to him by slaying the horde spider, was tempting. It more than hinted that he’d be able to regrow lost limbs. But watching the monster explode out of a husk of itself had left a strong impression on Cade’s senses. And who wants to be anything like a spider?

      He read the description of his desired trait once more just to be certain.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ape’s Aptitude: By taking on the ingenuity and prowess of the Earthen Ape, this trait is enough to turn any fool into a battle commander. A layer of dense mana will coat your body, increasing resistance to piercing and blunt damage. If this trait is chosen, your Intelligence will increase by a total of one Attribute Point.
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        * * *

      

      Yes, this is the right choice, he confirmed in his mind, selecting the trait and finalizing it. If I am to play the part of Chimera Lord, I should be a better battle commander.

      Then he read aloud the two skill choices given.

      “The first one is called Earthen Assault. It says, ‘harnessing the brute strength of the stone, you and your party are given increased attack damage. All attacks add 20% base damage in the form of blunt damage. 2-minute Duration. 20-minute Cooldown.’ The second option is Earthen Defense. This one is described like this. ‘Given the protection of dense stone, you and your party are given increased defense against all physical attacks. All piercing and slashing damage reduced by 20%. Blunt damage is reduced by 10%. 3-minute Duration. 30-minute Cooldown.’”

      He looked around at those seated near him, Gemma and Satemi still eating a second helping of dinner. “What do you guys think?”

      The two women with steak in their mouths said, “Assault,” at the same time that Minda and Ketzal said, “Defense.” Everyone had the good graces to laugh at the even split. Sholl, who’d roused himself from his tent, added. “I do not want to weigh too heavily here, for you will be the ones fighting. At least until I can recover from this cursed wound. But your Alpha’s Call skill does increase survivability more than it does attack damage. I think Assault is the better choice for now.”

      Cade nodded, agreeing with the man. He was pleased to have additional support. Going against Minda’s judgement twice in a row was going to be awkward.

      She cleared her throat and pulled his eyes up off from the flames though. “Cade, go with your instincts. I’m sorry I fought you so hard on the last one. I just want what’s best for you.”

      He smiled and thanked her. “Earthen Assault it is. Well then, regarding Attribute Points, I am assigning 1 to Intelligence, to boost my blast staff’s recharge time, 2 to Dexterity. That should help improve my nightly activities and also let me avoid damage in a fight.” Cade paused a moment and gave a wicked smile to the women who shared his bed. Then he finished with, “The final two points I want to add to Charisma. Sound good?”

      Knowing it was her displeasure he was most concerned with at the time, Minda nodded, chiming in with, “Good idea. The Charisma especially. Not only will it make you more tolerable to be around, but the last time you increased it, I noticed a small and permanent buff added. When we are fighting together I get something called Chimera’s Champion. It not only amps up your Alpha’s Call by an additional 10% effectiveness, but my movement speed increased by 2%. A small bonus, but it works all the time.”

      Satemi confirmed she too had experienced the effect, which gave Cade all the encouragement he needed.

      Cade finalized his selections, and closed his eyes, feeling his body transform once more. New strands of muscle fibers wound through his body, making him faster and more nimble than ever before, and his mind cleared and felt more attuned to the world around him. The Charisma had a different effect, which he felt for the first time. It was as if a lamp within him brightened somewhat, a warmth suffusing outward in all directions from his core.

      The sensations of upgrading one’s Attributes had begun as intensely painful. He recalled falling unconscious with the pain after his first major ascension back in Tanrial. It had become less unpleasant since then. Though his head still throbbed slightly, Cade moaned as an incomparable rush flooded his body with a feeling of wellness and power.

      When he recovered from his reverie and glanced up, the women of Camp Casmeer were all taking him in. There was a moment of awkward silence until Satemi nudged Ketzal in the ribs and said, “Makes me ready for a round two, eh? Should have had him use all his points for Charisma.”

      He laughed awkwardly. Then tried to shift the focus away from himself. “So, wanna hear what I chose for my axe upgrades?”

      Minda smiled, her pointed teeth showing lazily. Gemma averted her eyes nervously, and poor Sholl just sat there looking highly uncomfortable. The man, lending any kind of support he could, answered with a friendly, “Would love to, Cade. What did you get this time?”

      The urge to invite the three women in his life into the shelter then and there was tempting, but the timing was off. So Cade examined his upgraded weapon once more, reading off the increased Base Damage, Recharge Rate, and new Modifications.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Mr. McGregor Blast-Axe Level 5

      

        

      
        Primary Weapon System - Battle Axe

        Base Damage - 80% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Slashing

        Attack Speed - Medium

        Mods: Razor’s Edge, Herculean Hammer, Mana Spear, Ratcheting Reach

      

        

      
        Secondary Weapon System - Blast Staff

        Base Damage - 80% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Ether Blast

        Attack Speed - Instant

        Recharge Rate: 19 seconds (Intelligence score 17)

        Mods: Slug Shot, Double Tap, Explosive Shot, Armor Piercing
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        * * *

      

      “That’s lovely, Cade. It is good to know you’re better able to penetrate your foes,” Satemi said, savoring Cade’s lingering discomfort.

      “Come on. Give me a break, okay?” he begged.

      “What does Ratcheting Reach do? Could you read off the description?” Sholl tried once more, trying desperately to clear the air of the sexual tension.

      Cade nodded, thanking the man with his eyes. “Of course. Um… Okay. Ratcheting Reach: The handle of your blast axe has been modified in two ways. It has been hollowed and reinforced with mana. This reduces the overall weight of your weapon by twenty percent. It now has a built-in mechanism that allows it to extend up to two feet longer, allowing for maximized attack power. Attacks performed when Ratcheting Reach is activated increase by 30% base damage while attack speed is reduced by 15%.”

      When he finished, Cade dismissed the UVS from his vision and asked, “Pretty great, right? Should help out in a fight.”

      Giggling, Minda responded predictably. “I’m sure you’re very happy you can make your axe longer now. Though, to be honest, not all women appreciate the gesture. Having your intestines massaged doesn’t exactly feel good. Just remember that, Cade.”

      Satemi and Minda fell to laughing, and even Ketzal covered her face.

      Sholl shook his head and stood up feebly. “Okay, I think it is a good time for bed.”

      Ketzal apologized to him, standing to help take his arm when Gemma laughed hard and loud.

      “You refer to his penis! That is very funny!” she announced, belting out a long peal of laughter. Everyone froze, observing the woman’s terrifying display of humor. “Because an axe, though it is sharp and deadly unlike a penis, has a similar shape. And you tease him for his wishing to have his manhood extended too! Ha! Very good joke, Minda!”

      It was too much. Even Cade and Sholl lost it. The ridiculous clashing of cultures was a constant source of frustration, but at times like these it seemed well worth it.

      Sholl had to sit back down, his body was so weakened by the laughing fit, and Cade did likewise. Then he figured he’d throw another branch in the fire they’d built together. Standing up again, he produced his axe and triggered the Ratcheting Reach. Holding it at waist level, he watched along with the rest as the weapon nearly doubled in length, even making a mechanical clacking noise as it did so. For the second time, the group nearly died with laughter.

      Cade was thinking it might be a good night to break out the jungle wine when Ketzal cried out, pointing a finger up toward the cliff above them.

      The sun was gone, but the sky remained a dull red in the west. It was plenty of light to illuminate the two crawling terrors edging down the face of the cliff. As soon as he saw them, Cade knew exactly what they were.

      “Horde spiders!” Minda cried, apparently remembering the beast they’d fought as acutely as he did. “Damn, they must have figured out the last scout died.”

      After everyone stared at the creepy beasts walking nimbly along the cliff face over a hundred feet above camp, they turned together with a look of shared concern. Then, taking commendable initiative upon herself, Gemma called, “Pablo! We need to speak with you immediately!”

      Pablo appeared in a cloud of purple smoke, his body long and writhing. He had no eyes to speak of and when he spoke it was through a puckered orifice at one end of his length. “I am here, Gemma, and truly, have you no other beasts of grandeur on your planet you could have bestowed upon me. I feel ashamed. None of you look upon me, please.”

      Cade suppressed his grin, and asked out of curiosity, “What creature is it, Gemma? I’m sure it must have been significant for you to have blessed our Pablo with this form.”

      “A Calistine Worm! The pride of the Shattered Fields and the Neemashi’s primary source of food and building materials. You are honored, Pablo,” Gemma said formally. It was clear they’d had a previous dispute about the matter for she wore a defensive look upon her fine features.

      “Who cares? Get to the matter. Pablo, the spiders have found us. See for yourself,” Satemi declared, pointing a finger up at the offending beasts.

      Pablo twisted his foul head upward and then recoiled. “I see. This is not good at all. I do not suspect the horde spiders have come for you. If so, there would be a hundred of their warriors coming at you, not just a couple of lonely scouts.”

      “Yes, but if they persist,” Cade pointed out. “Pablo, is there any way you can tell us why they’ve come? It would be terrible if we had to leave Camp Casmeer.”

      Pablo shook his rotund head, layers of leathery skin and fat rebounding with each movement. “Yes. Yes, I’ll have a look. Summon me once more in two minutes’ time. And please, let anyone else do it.”

      In a blink, Pablo was gone, a few wisps of purple mist swirling where he’d once been. Almost at once, the group fell into a heated discussion. Satemi was for launching a counter assault. Minda felt they should consider simply leaving, and Cade was more in line with her thinking than the former’s having fought just a single spider. Ketzal held up her hands, waving them in adorable little circles until the rest of the villagers took pity on her and listened to what she had to say.

      “Maybe I could talk with them. If they knew we mean them no harm, maybe they will just go away,” she said reasonably.

      But then Gemma spoke her mind, breaking the temporary moment of contemplation. “If they are predators, and they know we are no threat, they will hunt us.”

      So again, the group fell to impassioned speeches and counter arguments. None of it was in a spirit of animosity but desperation. Finally, a quiet voice finished the discussion soundly. Sholl uttered the words, “Pablo, you are most needed.”

      This time, when the demon materialized, it wore a proud reptilian form. Almost like a dragon but lacking wings, the creature had a short, stocky body and a crest that ran along its spine.

      “Thank you, Sholl. This form was a gift most divine,” Pablo said, eyeing Gemma as if to give her some hint as to how she might replace the body of the worm she’d granted him.

      “Anything?” was all Cade asked, hoping to have some relief. It was getting late, and there was no way anyone would sleep well tonight if they didn’t have some plan decided upon.

      “We may be in luck. There is a disturbance to the east. The heart of their lair has been set upon by an ancient creature. It must be very powerful, for I could not peer close enough to examine its identity. Perhaps a Demi god or a dragon. An elder creature for a certain, has claimed the spiders’ home, and the entire horde is displaced. I have spoken to their leader. She is… a terrifying thing, but most reasonable. She’s given you three days to seek out the source of the disturbance and help them regain their home.”

      “How the hell are we going to do that? If the entire horde is powerless to stop this thing, what can we do?” Cade asked, anger flaring in his voice.

      “There are things at your disposal the spiders do not have. Your soul weapons for one, but also me. I might be able to help if a confrontation is inevitable. Still, if subterfuge will serve, I suggest we go about it that way.”

      The group continued to fire questions at Pablo, and though the task seemed monumental and more than a little inconvenient, it was their only option. The demon created a quest for them all to share, and before he would answer any more questions, he held up his proud, reptilian head and told them all to read the damn thing.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Quest: Cozy Spider is a Happy Spider

      

        

      
        Difficulty: Extreme

      

        

      
        Reward: Gain the spiders’ trust, remove threat of spider invasion on Camp Casmeer, XP, Unknown item.

      

        

      
        Description: Pablo has bargained with the Horde Queen. She has mentioned the recent incursion of a beast of tremendous power who has entered and claimed their ancestral home to the east. The queen has asked you and your village to assist in clearing out this usurper in order to allow the spiders to return to their caves. A time limit of three days has been imposed before she will continue her kin’s inevitable expansion, consuming Camp Casmeer and any foolish enough to remain there.
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        * * *

      

      Cade went a step further and brought up his map. The quest marker was far away, behind the mountain range the spiders were coming from. He hadn’t noticed it before, but a particular collection of stone took on the distinct shape of a skull. Of course the spiders’ home would be creepy AF. Why wouldn’t it be? he groaned, before sharing this discovery with the group.

      Nodding, Satemi added, “Yes, it is far, but with Bellows, and if you leave at first light, you can make it there the day after.”

      “You? We will all be coming,” Cade argued, but even as he did so, his eyes fell on Sholl. He sighed, Satemi having the grace not to argue a point he’d just run into himself. “I suppose not. Well, who will go and who will stay? Ketzal must come to guide Bellows to greatest efficiency. I can go as well.”

      Minda stepped toward Gemma, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Gemma will go with you,” she said. “She is fierce and cunning. She also needs to level up quickly.”

      The tigress looked at her beastkin companion with fondness, and for the first time, respect. Gemma only nodded solemnly and turned back to the rest of the group.

      “You and Minda will stay to help Sholl and continue with the fortifications then?” Cade asked.

      “Precisely. And if three days comes and goes, I should be strong enough to flee with Sholl on my back. We will head to the grove of Blood Bamboo we camped at after defeating the abyss cats. And we will wait for you there,” Satemi finished. Her eyes were hard, and it was clear she was prepared for any possibility no matter how upsetting.

      Minda shook her head, eyes flashing with emotion. “Let’s consider it but hope for more. I think with Pablo’s help, you three can come up with a way to solve the problem.”

      Though none of them felt particularly keen on their new plan, it was the only one they had. As night fell completely, the camp became alive with last-minute preparations. Everyone checked to make sure their Inventory was primed with provisions, water, torches, and other supplies. Cade redistributed the explosives so that everyone had an equal share.

      Then Satemi took the stage and announced that since they would be traveling hard, Minda and Satemi would split the guard. Cade didn’t argue. They would wake them an hour before sunrise and off they would go into yet another unexplored region of Antinium.

      Cade slept in the shelter beside Ketzal, and as he got himself situated, the newest member of their little tribe entered as well.

      “I will sleep here with you two, if that is okay,” Gemma announced, waiting for either of them to accept her proposal.

      Ketzal hummed something sleepily, reaching up a hand to encourage Gemma under the furs. Cade tried to remain professional. The woman was as beautiful as dragon glass, and as fierce as a snake in the sun. He would love nothing more than to gain her affections someday. But they’d had little time to gain each other’s trust, and assuming intimacy was a great way to get slapped. Knowing Gemma, claws would be involved.

      He gave the two room, and pulled the furs off of his legs. Gemma’s body radiated heat, and he was already sweating. His body ached for rest, but his mind was busy with thoughts of the journey to come. Bringing up his character sheet, Cade examined his most recent changes.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Name: Cade

        Level: 5

        Strength: 15

        Constitution: 15

        Dexterity: 17

        Intelligence: 17

        Wisdom: 12

        Charisma: 18

        Traits: Lycan Metabolism, Nalgathi Fervor, Alpha’s Fitness, Eel’s Bite, Ape’s Aptitude

        Skills: Culling the Pack, Wyrm’s Wrath, Alpha’s Call, Electric Touch, Earthen Assault
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        * * *

      

      Another small step in the right direction, but he couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to have twice his levels. Vormer must be a power to reckon with, and since he’d already seen Satemi use her most powerful skill, he doubted the lion would be fooled by it again.

      He did what any soldier would do. He studied the warrior he’d become, trying to memorize the skills he’d been given to survive in this world. Imagining different scenarios, Cade went through his arsenal of skills, trying to ensure that when the time was right, he would not forget.

      There was no guarantee on Earth and fewer still in Antinium. Yet he had to hold out hope that it all would be enough. That their combined strength would be sufficient to help Gemma level up, to reclaim the spiders’ home, and to return to Camp Casmeer once more where they belonged.
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            Forgotten Fields and a New Friend

          

        

      

    

    
      Satemi managed to adjust the saddle for a three-rider team fairly easily. By removing the two additional seats they’d attached to evacuate Sholl and Gemma, it was once again the trusty saddle it had been before the modification. But Satemi took it one step further by adding a knotted leather rope that ran over Bellows’ back, connecting the two side saddles. It allowed Gemma, who was plenty nimble enough to accomplish the feat, to essentially climb from one side of the boar to the next while still traveling.

      They practiced the maneuver, and impressing them all, Gemma was capable of shifting positions in less than five seconds. It helps being part tiger, Cade thought wryly.

      The farewell was a hard one. The horde spider scouts were gone, but their presence was still a tangible thing. A seventy-two-hour window sounded generous, but when Cade considered their travel time alone, it left them with a day and a half to come up with some ingenious plan to defeat a monster powerful enough to evacuate a horde of badass spiderkin.

      He felt good about their plan though. Sholl couldn’t be moved without risking his life. In fact, he slept longer each day, seeming to drift almost into a coma-like state. Minda and Satemi could care for him well enough, and were supplied with herbs and Health Tinctures to keep the man as nourished as possible. Satemi was the one with the construction Occupation, and could essentially construct the palisades and other defenses she envisioned on her own. Having Minda there would just speed up the process and keep the woman calm enough. Nobody needed her charging up the side of the hill, swords blazing, to kill a handful of spiders. Then there would be little they could do to prevent a full-on invasion.

      Ketzal took her position before Cade, her plump backside pleasantly brushing against his thighs and groin. If he had to choose a travel partner, he would have no trouble selecting the demoness. Her smell alone was enough to erect a keen interest in his body.

      As for Gemma, the woman was thrilled to be going. Cade knew she’d had a trying life before coming here. Being a hunter that sought the gnarly-looking worm creatures she’d made Pablo turn into could not have been easy. Off-handedly, Gemma had mentioned that one such kill could feed her entire clan for months. If that were true, and the woman had no reason to exaggerate, the worms must have been massive.

      They passed the Earthen Apes in their trees. This time, he didn’t use Canopy of Occlusion. Not only was he still curious to see if the apes would respect their powerful mount, but if they ran into the Kotani Ma or some other terrifying creature, he wanted to have a trump card. Waiting for a cooldown was a good way to get killed.

      The apes rattled their branches and threw a few probing seed pods, but otherwise stayed clear the fuck out of Bellows’s way. It was fortunate for them, for the boar still hadn’t stopped growing. His shape was much different, of course, but Cade figured their companion’s weight could nearly match an African elephant. They had to leap up into the bottom stirrup to climb aboard his back. Bellows was nine or ten feet tall at the shoulder, and though his hindquarters tapered off from his robust shoulders, the boar’s chest was imposing.

      Twice since knowing him, Cade mistook the beast for a small hill. So well-bathed in soil he liked to be, if it wasn’t for his breathing, Bellows could pass for a hillside any day.

      When they reached the jungle proper, Cade spurred Bellows into a slow gallop, risking the occasional slapping of branches and foliage for increased speed. He pulled up his map and saw their route clearly. Bellows couldn’t make the climb up the pass, so they had to go the long way. Out the narrow canyon that led to their glade and almost all the way to the Waterfall District.

      After another few miles, they would drive north and curve around the other side of the mountain range that hemmed in Camp Casmeer. A wide expanse of grassland ran the length of their return trip, which should be a sprint for them. Finally, they would pass through a stretch of foothills and into a wide valley that sported a massive lake. South of the lake and east once more stood the imposing skull-shaped rock formations.

      Knowing the spiders lived in caves hadn’t made Cade any more excited to explore their home. They’d discussed it briefly before going to bed the previous night, and they all decided there was little to be done about it. The trio would just treat it as another dungeon. Ketzal paled at the word, so Cade had corrected himself quickly. It would be a cave to her and a dungeon to him. Making appropriate lies to calm one’s fear was an age-old tactic, and one Cade respected.

      Cade didn’t call for a break until after they’d left the dense jungle far behind. As they drove northward, the trees grew thin, and the land turned grassy. Unlike the grasslands Minda and Cade hunted at before, these were shorter and windblown. A more arid environment, Cade decided, and most likely not home to vast herds of deer. In fact, other than a few squat birds that exploded from hiding as they passed, the countryside seemed lifeless.

      That was most likely an illusion though. There was always more life than what you saw, the jungle was proof of that.

      After half an hour of moving through the sea of grass, Cade called for lunch.

      Like every meal he enjoyed here in Antinium, this one seemed desperate. His metabolism burned like a diesel engine within him, and he devoured twice again what both of the women managed. Gemma frowned, watching him take down another handful of grapes. Finally, she asked, “Are you always so hungry, Cade? If you were in my village, you would be killed for eating so much. It is a crime.”

      He blinked at her, still pushing yet another grape between his teeth. Biting down on it, he did feel a little guilty. Cade shrugged, defending himself with as innocent a look as he could muster. “This world is different. I was given a class, and the trait I chose requires me to eat more than normal. There is plenty of food here, so I do not think it is such a big deal. Are you offended?”

      She considered him, her orange eyes flickering in the sunlight. Then she shook her head. “You do not seem able to control yourself. We are here. Also, it is fun to watch you eat. You look as pleased as a child with every bite.”

      He laughed, agreeing with her assessment. The woman was so blunt, he was sure that her people’s sense of humor was somehow fundamentally different than his own. The reaction she had last night about his axe and the joke Minda told was sufficient evidence for the theory.

      When they got moving again, Ketzal decided to push their boar friend to his limit. The ground was firm and even, and there seemed little risk. At first she urged him into a gallop. They matched the pace they’d set when on their way to save Gemma. But after a few minutes, and when Bellows was puffing steadily beneath them, she pressed him further. Soon the group was flying over the grasslands, sprinting as fast as a race horse. Cade guessed they were moving at least forty miles an hour.

      The boar managed to last almost five minutes at the breakneck speed and then was forced to slow to a more reasonable gallop. For two more hours they traveled like this, alternating between short sprints and a more reasonable pace.

      Soon, it was late afternoon, and though the sun still burned brightly, the grass had a copper sheen to it. It is going to look like a sea of fire, Cade thought as they slowed once more. He was rewarded with the sight soon after when the sun fell below the horizon and shot its rays through the wavering fields. It took his breath away, and when Ketzal and Gemma both made sounds of approval, he knew he was not alone in thinking so.

      Cade thought back to his time in Northern Iraq. Everyone he spoke to about going to the country always mentioned sand. And true enough, when he’d first arrived, their unit was given a glimpse at a true sandstorm. A wall of looming black dust swept across the sky, forcing everyone inside for hours. Even though they were living in metal storage containers converted to living spaces, nearly invisible sand fell in through the ceiling.

      But the Iraq that Cade spent most of his tour in was much different. In the north, the landscape was more like high desert, rocky and covered in grasses. There were even large swaths of wetland. That fact blew his mind when he learned it, and years later, when he had the luxury of books and the internet, he learned how Mr. Hussein poisoned the wetlands to drive out the locals he wanted removed. It was one of the biggest acts of ecoterrorism in recorded history. Though, how many times a lord or a king burned down a forest to expose rebels or cut off a retreating army was anyone’s guess.

      The grasslands around them seemed somewhat like those of Northern Iraq. And as Bellows clomped along happily, it felt like he was riding in his Stryker again. When they were far away from the city, Cade felt safe enough to relax, to enjoy the breeze on his face and breathe easy. In fact, on one notable occasion, his unit was allowed to visit Kurdistan. There was no tactical reason to make the trip other than perhaps to show the Kurds that the Americans were there.

      When they entered the city, the locals ran alongside their vehicles, cheering. It was an amazing experience, one that served to punctuate the humanity of the Iraqis. Sure, Sunni, Shia, and Kurd people were not always the best of friends. But to Cade, he was shown a glimpse of what it might have looked like in Mosul if there hadn’t been a long and drawn-out war there.

      Slowly, as the light began to fade in the sky, the grasslands sloped upwards, turning into rolling hills. Checking his map, Cade saw they were well over halfway through with their trip, and the jungle had been the slowest part. If the following day went as smoothly as this one, they would find the spiders’ homes shortly after midday.

      So as Bellows crossed a small stream, and Cade saw a ravine had been formed where once the stream had cut through a hillside, he called for them to break camp.

      The boar drank his fill, and before eating, fell on his side and slept.

      Ketzal helped Cade set up their tent against the side of a steep embankment. It would give them enough cover to reduce the buffeting winds that seemed to define the landscape.

      When it was done, they had a cold meal and made sure to wake the boar so he ate as well. Before the moon rose to its zenith, Ketzal and Gemma were asleep inside their tent. Cade waited three hours before waking Ketzal, and happily passed out near the ever-warm tigress.

      After they woke, Ketzal kept Bellows at a more consistent pace. This trip was a necessity, not a chance to experiment with how fast they could get the pig to run. Yet despite the reduced speed, Cade saw the silver gleam of the lake in the distance well before noon. It was a strange experience, like when you’re driving in a car to “the mountains,” as a child, and you can see them rising above the horizon plain as day, yet it seems to take hours to actually get there.

      So too, the lake seemed to take forever to arrive. It grew more and more vast as they sped along until at last, when they crested yet another hill, the shore was finally in sight.

      It was so large that a steady tide beat against the rock-strewn shore, and they took their lunch there. The rocks were flat and broken to small pieces. A haven for rock skipping, Cade thought, and he allowed himself the luxury of trying it out. After a few dozen tries, he gave up though. The wind made the water so choppy that the light stones wouldn’t carry for more than a few skips.

      They skirted the shore at a cautious pace after that. Only occasionally was the soil firm enough to allow them a full gallop, and reviewing the map, Cade saw it would be best to stick with the lakeshore for most of the rest of their journey. They rode around the northern shore as it curved east and south. Eventually, they would simply ride due east until they came to the skull-shaped mountain. Until then, maybe another hour or two of this, the lake would be a constant.

      They rested once more, wanting to ensure that Bellows was fresh when they made it to their destination. This time, Cade spotted a grove of trees, a few with limbs dipping down over the water. Shade was a welcoming idea after having ridden in the full sun for a day and a half. Ketzal called Bellows to a stop, and the three of them dismounted. Then she led the boar into the trees where they found a place to lie down in a patch of fine grass.

      Cade gave himself the luxury of a short nap, crossing his legs at the ankle and his hands over his belly. In a minute he was out, and in ten more, he was awake and fresh as a spring day.

      Nothing like a soldier nap to perk up your tits, he thought, noticing that Ketzal, too, had found sleep. Gemma was searching the shoreline, hunting perhaps. He walked over and joined her, his noisy footsteps alerting her of his presence well before he came close.

      She put her finger to her lips, then pointed into the water. Making a wiggling gesture with her hand, he knew she must have spotted a fish.

      He crept closer, careful to move as quietly as possible this time. They had plenty of food, but a bit of fresh fish wouldn’t hurt anyone. After she pointed once more, Cade saw it. A flashing silver fish maybe a foot and a half long. It swam upwards toward the surface of the lake and then turned back and dove again. Over and over it made this cycle.

      Cade figured it was feeding on some tiny fish they couldn’t see. Summoning her bow, Gemma pulled back her string, an arrow made of pure mana forming on its string. She held her breath a moment then released it. The arrow leapt from her bow and tucked itself neatly into the fish’s side as it crested once more.

      Then something strange happened. A mass of bubbles erupted from the water in a wide ring around the fish. And below the surface of the water, Cade spied something larger. “Get back!” he shouted to Gemma. The tigress needed no warning though, and had pounced backward a few paces before he could withdraw his axe.

      Several slimy green heads surfaced at once as creatures with bulging eyes emerged from the lake. As they rose, long spears stuck out ahead of them.

      Gemma drew another arrow and Cade was prepared to fire his blast axe when one spoke. “Who are you? Why ruin the ambush?”

      The humanoid’s voice was garbled, as if its throat were filled with mucus. Cade couldn’t believe what he was hearing, and shook his head. Gemma answered for him. “I saw the fish and thought I could hunt it. What were you ambushing?”

      The group of hunters looked at each other, their eyes blinking like frogs. “Birds come for the fishes, and sometimes Crengali. Food for the lockmen.”

      So far, a few non-threatening words had passed between both groups, and nobody had been shot or stabbed. It was as good a sign as any. Cade lowered his axe and held up his offhand. “We have food. I will share with you if you tell me what the Crengali is.”

      One of the lockmen lowered his spear as well. Bobbing his head, the hunter burbled out a response. “Food is kind gift. We accept.”

      Trust wasn’t something that grew on trees. Unsurprisingly, the two groups, Ketzal joining moments later with wide, sleep-addled eyes, took a while to get acquainted with each other. Weapons were held at the ready for the entire exchange, but after a few fish were provided from the lockmen, and Cade handed out some of the spider meat, their long spears were finally set down.

      Their new potential allies were strange to look at. The lockmen’s heads bulged out above diminutive torsos and squat, powerful legs. Their eyes reminded him of a fish, though every once in a while, a thin membrane would close and open again over each. Not true eyelids, but organs specifically designed to keep the unblinking eyes moist. The creatures were only five feet tall, but it was easy enough to see how they could be deadly foes. Especially when considering how they might behave in an aquatic environment, Cade would gladly accept friendship over enmity.

      He examined them with his UVS, curious to see what Antinium had labeled them.
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        Lockmen Hunter

        Level 6

        Aquatic Humanoid
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      Too basic of information to be helpful, but knowing their level reinforced his suspicion that they wouldn’t be pushovers in a fight.

      The conversation that followed was not only amusing but enlightening as well.

      After everyone had finished their meal, Cade asked them if there was anything they needed.

      “More hunting is best. Game scarce since the spiders move to edge of lakeshore. Many creatures fall because of it, and lockmen hunted too. Nothing hunger like spiders,” the leader said, shaking its fishy head from side to side.

      Seeing an opportunity, Cade arced an eyebrow at Ketzal and responded with another question. “You don’t mean the horde spiders, do you? We are heading to meet them now.”

      The lockmen all hissed in unison. “Yes, the horde spiderkin are fierce warriors. Why go to meet?”

      “I am on a quest. We are going to help the spiders.”

      As he’d predicted, more hissing followed. “Why help? Spiders will eat you and your pig friend.”

      “If we help the spiders get their home back, then they will go back into their caves. That will allow me and my people to be safe. It might even help you,” Cade pointed out, hoping they would bite.

      The group huddled together a moment, their own tongue coming out in burbles and clicks. It sounded like a perfect language to carry under water. Then at last, the leader faced Cade again. “Yes. If spiders go away, much good for the lockmen. We send guide. Know where spiders’ home is. Know of the creature who stole it away. We help you. You help lockmen.”

      Cade feigned surprise, lifting up his hands and gasping. Turns out there is a lot more to this Charisma Attribute than getting the girls’ attention, he thought to himself. I might specialize in it almost exclusively. “Wow! That is an amazing idea. It would be great if you sent a guide with us. I do not know this area. Tell me, friend, when can this guide leave?”

      One of the smaller lockmen stood, its clear lids spreading another layer of mucus over its eyes. Retrieving its spear, it said in a nasally voice, “I am for being the guide. Ready now.”
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            Holler at Your Tasty Maw

          

        

      

    

    
      Their slimy new friend, Gamlum as it turned out, happily jumped up on the empty saddle opposite Gemma. It pointed with its long spear, not directly along the lakeshore, but inland.

      After Cade asked it why, its only response was, “Spiders have shore ahead. Must go around.”

      So around they went. They were still close to their skull mountain, and yet it was hard to watch the map as, rather than head directly toward it, they had to veer around. It was tempting to argue that they stay on their course, to point out he’d struck a bargain with the spider queen. What if not all the spiders got the memo was the question that gave him pause.

      It was early afternoon when they came to a forest that grew below a line of ragged mountains. Their quest marker was just ahead, less than a mile, but still Cade couldn’t make out the skull-shaped formation. Maybe it’s just a symbol, he wondered. It could be a way to scare off any of the travelers from going there. Surely, storming a cave full of massive spiders is the fastest way to die.

      Trusting to Gamlum, the faithful hunter-guide, Cade rode behind Ketzal and kept watch while they entered the trees. These reminded him of maples, but their leaves grew all the way to the ground. The foliage was so dense, they couldn’t see more than twenty feet into the forest even though they were spread out. A gentle wind blew, making the forest whisper. And though he could see nothing, his instincts kicked in.

      “Ketzal, be prepared. I think something is wrong.” Then he turned in his saddle and gestured to Gemma. The tigress just nodded. She could feel it too.

      Less than a minute passed until several confusing things happened at once. The first was a snapping sound, like a massive rubber band exploding under pressure. The trunk of a young tree swung sideways, smacking into Bellows just above his hooves. This caused the boar to tumble over sideways, the lockman guide just barely escaping by leaping free of the saddle.

      Ketzal shouted out in fear as her friend squealed beneath her. Cade rolled to his feet, axe in hand, and saw six huge spiders closing in from all sides. In a few ways, they resembled the scout he’d slain. The same spiny hairs and bulky body was there, but these had fifteen-foot legs, all nimble and fast. At the head of each was a pair of curved and gleaming great swords, pincers, Cade realized with a sense of crippling dread.

      Cade lifted his blast axe and selected Exploding Shot. But before he could fire, Ketzal shouted in a commanding voice. “Stop! Everyone stop!” Even the spiders hesitated, the one in the lead poised to strike down at Cade with its long, spear-like leg.

      Moving forward to stand between Cade and the lead spider, Ketzal hissed gently, and began tapping the ground with the heel of her foot rhythmically.

      Rather than tear her head off, the spider hissed back and began tapping the ground with two of its hind legs. It was promising to see how intelligent the beast was, but Cade also noted how it hadn’t lowered its front leg. Hard to trust a dude who’s holding a spear over his shoulder, ready to throw it at the drop of a hat.

      Bellows found his footing. Rather than bolt away or charge into the spiders, the boar stood humble and terrified. Cade had never seen the boar act in such a fashion before. The poor guy’s legs were shaking, and Cade doubted it was from the laceration that still bled from where the tree trunk had slapped him.

      Ketzal kept talking with the spider, and Cade studied the trap they’d sprung. There was nothing in the road that triggered it, so he figured one of the spiders must have done so manually. One of the strange maples had been stripped of its branches and leaves, then tied to the trunk of a much larger one. A series of spun and twisted spider silk ropes wrapped around its base. The spiders had pulled it back, building an incredible amount of tension as they did so. Normally, it would have simply cracked the log, but the spider silk would be stretchy. So it was a massive rubber band after all, he thought darkly. If those things are smart enough to build traps, what would they be like to fight in full force?

      The discourse went on for a few minutes. The spiders spoke a tedious and repetitive language, knocking out similar rhythms endlessly. To her credit, Ketzal remained focused and intent.

      Cade spied their guide, the little fish man bouncing on his feet anxiously, staring at the looming spiders. He wondered if the little hunter might try and make a break for it, but Gamlum endured. Bellows seemed to be taking the exchange the hardest, and not once did his huge legs stop trembling. Poor bastard. Gonna have to give him a proper feast when this is done. If this gets done, Cade corrected. The mission they were on might very well be the most dangerous he’d been on since coming to Antinium. Yet if Pablo had faith, and assured them he could lend some aid directly, Cade knew this was their best chance.

      At last the lead spider lowered its sharp appendage, and Ketzal stamped out some form of farewell. The spiders tore away, worming through the trees and out of sight in seconds.

      “Holy shit, Ketzal. You managed to save our asses again. I can’t believe how helpful your Occupation is,” Cade noted.

      The demoness blushed magenta and dipped her horns. “Thank you, Cade. I am but a humble servant here to serve.”

      “Ha! Sarcasm now? I’ll take it. Let’s get moving again, shall we? I think Bellows would prefer to be anywhere else but here.”

      Cade spent a few minutes applying the Staunching Poultice to Bellows’ wounds, and soon the bleeding stopped. Then he made a pile of summoned food and poured two of his Health Tinctures over the top of it. After the boar ate, they mounted up and continued.

      In less than ten minutes, the trees thinned, and they saw ahead the jagged mountains. The peaks fell down in sheer and haphazard cliffs. He wasn’t sure if they could find a way up even if they had to. Hopefully, the entrance to the spider lair would be somewhere more accessible.

      As they left the grove of trees behind then, their little guide pointed the way, taking them further along the mountains. It wasn’t long though, until Cade knew they’d arrived. Suddenly, the gaps and crevices in the rocks took on a disturbingly familiar visage. Two huge holes for eyes, a third for a nose, and a wide and shattered maw rested below.

      “Yay! We’ve made it to skeleton cove! Home of the Spider Queen and your worst fucking nightmares,” Cade said in a mock happy tone.

      Ketzal elbowed him, and he dutifully fell silent. Now was not the time for bullshitting. Still, he always found the urge almost irresistible when he was nervous.

      They slowed and then dismounted. Bellows refused to go any further, so Cade made another pile of harvest fruit and set it down for the boar to eat. If he could have a little feast while they all risked their behinds, then it might ensure the pig would be well-rested enough for a good sprint should the need arise. Ketzal gave Bellows the order to wait for their return, and then the group headed into the creepy-ass cave.

      Cade paused a moment, regarding their little guide. The lockman was a little over four feet and must only have weighed ninety pounds at best. Yet the fish man seemed intent on joining them as they plunged into the mountain.

      “Hey, are you sure you want to come? I thought you were only acting as guide,” Cade asked, giving the little man an out if he wanted one.

      Shaking his huge head, Gamlum answered, “I go and fix with you. Order from leader. Let us go and finish.”

      Nodding respectfully, Cade patted the man on his back and immediately regretted it. Thick strings of mucus clung to his palm and fingers. He tried shaking it off, and when the ooze refused, he scraped his hand on a rock nearby. Gamlum didn’t notice at all.

      The group entered, and as the vaulted rock around them began to shut out the light of day, Cade made to bring out his torch. Then he noticed something odd about the lighting. All around them a vague glowing haze filled the air.

      “No need for those I think, Cade,” Gemma said. “We have caves on my world like this. They glow from ether saturation.”

      He wasn’t sure if it was ether or mana saturation, but as they continued their march, the lighting became more noticeable. It was like the cave Minda and he had explored, though instead of glowing plants, every surface looked covered in a shimmering slime. If he had to guess, he’d go with algae or fungus, but either way, it was helpful.

      The cavern entrance broke off into dozens of tunnels, some climbing higher up into the mountain, and others diving below. Their path was easy to discern, however, as one vast tunnel burrowed straight ahead and fell down at a gentle slope. If something was strong enough to have defeated an entire colony of massive spiders, it must have been big.

      As the group burrowed deeper into the spider lair, the sounds of their own travel became increasingly strange to hear. Cade figured out what gave off the impression. Other than the scuffle and scrape of their passage, no other sound filled the place. He swallowed, resisting the urge to say some other bit of bullshit that wouldn’t be helpful in the slightest.

      A few minutes in, Ketzal stepped on what turned out to be a web covered in fine gravel. She fell, crying out as she did so, and began sliding straight toward a gaping hole at the bottom of a pit lined with loose rock. She scrambled her arms out, trying to slow her fall, and eventually, she stopped. The web torn free, Cade and Gemma had no trouble seeing the clever trap. If Ketzal moved to try to escape, she would only cause the gravel to spill down toward the hole. Normally, Cade imagined a spider would be ready for her below. Now, however, there might just be a nasty fall.

      “Don’t move, Ketzal. Just freeze,” he said, and though her hands trembled with fright, the demoness ceased all struggle.

      Cade summoned a length of cordage he’d packed in case there was need of rope. He was pleased he’d done so for this moment alone.

      He gave one side to Gemma. “Here, wrap this around your waist and brace yourself.”

      The tigress did so, even lying on the ground and finding solid footing to hold her in place. Gemma was a solid companion, and he was pleased she was with them.

      “Okay, Ketzal, I’m gonna help you climb out. Just grab the cordage when it comes to you, and hold on like your life depends on it,” he said with a smirk.

      “Not helpful. I’m ready though. Do it.”

      He tossed the makeshift rope, and it landed a few feet away from her. “Damn, hold on. I’ll try again.” As he withdrew the lifeline, it caused more of the gravel to shift, and the demoness slid another two feet toward the yawning hold.

      Shaking his head, he concentrated, then tossed the rope once more. This time, it landed close enough for her to grip it. Ketzal wisely wound her hands around it several times, binding herself in place. The movement forced the trap into motion once more, but the rope held her in place. As Cade and Gemma worked to hoist her up the incline, the sand and rock tumbled away from the trap. It was effective if simple, and once more he thought of how keen the spiders’ intelligence was.

      When she reached the edge, Cade wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her out.

      She lay on his chest a moment, still trembling, and he gave her a minute to gather herself. If it had been him, he would have been shaken as well.

      They took a break afterward, just enough for water, but it was needed. Plunging into a dark and eerily glowing spider warren wasn’t something any of them had trained for. When they set out again, they were more careful, eyes scanning the floor for any more false floors.

      The tunnel leveled off at last, and the great passage turned to the right. They followed it until Cade realized the direction had shifted, and now they were turning inward. In his head, he envisioned the layout of the lair. They were winding inward along a huge coil. The center, he guessed, would be their destination.

      Their progress was uninterrupted for another long hour until a humming noise began to come from the walls around them. It was so faint and gradual that Cade thought he was imagining it for some time. Then suddenly the humming became a buzz, and from out of small gaps in the stone around them, dozens of insects swarmed.

      The little creatures were hard to make out because they moved so swiftly, but he thought they might be some sort of beetle. Each was perhaps a foot long, and though the first of the things died easily as their guide stabbed it through its back, the sheer numbers of the insects was frightening.

      In a matter of seconds, ten of the creatures were swarming over Cade’s body, their tiny mouths taking bites anytime they came to exposed flesh. He thrashed around, trying to get his axe off of his back. Ketzal was lashing out with her whip. Each time it cracked, it sent out a small shockwave, splintering three or four of them at once. Gemma tried to shoot a few with her arrows, but when they swarmed up her legs and around her torso, she burst into flames and incinerated a dozen of them at once.

      The swarm intensified, and Cade felt his body being weighed down by scores of the heavy little beasts. He yelped, one of the bugs tearing a chunk of skin from his neck. A panic began to well up inside of him.

      Suddenly, Gemma’s tiger paws flashed all around him, striking the insects from his body, scorching them with her talons. In a matter of seconds, she’d given him enough space to recover and focus on the odd fight around them.

      Gamlum was an impressive sight, stabbing out with his spear, loading the pole with skewered beetle bodies. He was so agile that few of them reached the lockman.

      Finally, Cade freed his axe and blasted the hole in the ground where most of the beetles were coming from. The Explosive Shot penetrated the rock and burst within. Dozens of the beetles died immediately, and the swarm petered out.

      Still, it took another five minutes until all of the insects were dead. Everyone was bleeding from countless bites, and they looked a mess. Cade knew he owed Gemma. He might not have perished, not while his companions stood beside him, but he’d been caught without a suitable weapon for the fight, and for some reason, the insects had focused on him.

      He walked over to the tigress, and placed a hand on her shoulder. Her brow creased, as if confused by his touch, then looked at where he was touching her.

      Removing his hand to be safe, he said simply, “Thank you, Gemma. I am happy that you came. You saved me from getting bitten a lot more than I wanted to. I owe you one.”

      “You owe me nothing, Cade,” she said, her orange eyes meeting his. “Not only did I burn you with my fire when you were only trying to help, but I remember when you came. You and Ketzal and the others, you all came to help me.”

      “Well, maybe we’re even then.”

      The woman stubbornly shook her head. “Not yet. I do not think we are even yet, but maybe soon.”

      They each ate a handful of Minda’s herbal mix, saving the rest of the Health Tinctures for when they might be needed more. Even when they were healed up and all the bugs dead or fled, Cade imagined he could feel their countless tiny legs walking all over him.

      He was about to remark how terrible that had been when he looked down to see Gamlum crunching on one of the beetles. The rest he’d pulled off of his long spear, but one remained. And now the lockman turned his spear slowly, taking casual bites.

      Cade shook his head. Why shouldn’t the beetles be food for some people. The spiders must have feasted on the things. But he would forgo the experiment personally. Then he heard Gemma moan beside him, and he looked to see her chewing as well. “These are very good eating,” she said, a dribble of inky insect blood dripping from her chin. “Here, you try.”

      He backed up, hands out and apologetic. “No, I’m super full still, thank you.”

      “Ha! You are never full. Eat, Cade. Do not be shy.”

      Ketzal came to the rescue at the last minute, fabricating a half lie. “Cade’s Chimera Lord class doesn’t allow eating insects. We aren’t sure why, but he just can’t. I’ll take one though, thank you.”

      Grateful as he was, Cade had to walk a few feet away, trying to ignore the chitinous crunching behind him. Gemma and Ketzal only had one of the big bugs eaten before getting full, but Gamlum ate four, an impressive feat given how big the insects were and how little the lockman was.

      It had been hours since they’d entered the caves, and their short break was well-earned and necessary. They were considering going on further when Gemma spoke up. “On my world, we have creatures like these.” She gestured to the pile of dead bugs at their feet. “They are most useful. Their blood is not only sweet, but it glows as well. We use it to write messages on rock formations so that other hunters know we have been there. The blood doesn’t fade for a week, so you can also tell how long it has been since a hunter wrote the message.”

      Ketzal turned to her, a look of keen interest in her eyes. “That is amazing. Tell us something more. Did you have a child where you came from? A lover?”

      Gemma stared down as if in shame. She shook her head, the metallic strands of her hair shaking noisily. “No child. Only a little sister. If she survived, she will become a great hunter like me. And yes, I did have a man. His name was Flenmar. We were given to each other since childhood. But we never…”

      “You never… joined with him,” Ketzal said cleverly.

      “No. To have a child is to add a great burden on the clan. There is only so much food. Each woman typically will have three or four husbands if she is from a noble family. I was to join with Flenmar and two other men of his choosing. But I died before I experienced such an honor.”

      Cade’s eyes almost fell out of his head. Clearing his throat, he asked as respectfully as he could, “So you would have had three husbands. And each would… help you bear children?”

      The tigress hissed, her shoulders bunching around her shoulders. “Never! Only a given husband lays with his wife. The other husbands help hunt and provide for the children.”

      He apologized, realizing he’d hit on a sensitive subject. Ketzal giggled softly, and added, “You know, Cade, demons most definitely have three or more husbands or wives, and that is just the way things are. Sex is not such a sacred thing, I think, as it seems to be on your world. I hope that idea does not offend you.”

      Cade tried not to blush. His efforts were unsuccessful, but he managed to reply truthfully. “What you did in your previous life is your own business, Ketzal. I’m sure there are things done on Earth that are strange or offensive to you as well.”

      “Politics,” Ketzal said plainly.

      “What?”

      She smiled, running a hand over his cheek. “Politics are both strange and offensive. We demons observe Earth. It is a source of enlightenment and entertainment. Some even seek to manipulate your lives. Of all that I’ve seen done by Terran humans, politics is by far the most revolting.”

      Cade laughed. “Well, I won’t argue with that. What do you think? Should we get going again?”

      The party crept further and further in, the circling tunnel growing tighter with each pass. Each held their weapons at the ready, listening intently for any buzzing. Another swarm of insects might not be the most dangerous thing they could encounter down here, but it was by far the least pleasant Cade could imagine.

      Considering the angle of the curve, Cade guessed they would make it to the central chamber within another fifteen or twenty minutes. He was going to ask Ketzal and Gemma if they agreed when another sound drifted from the tunnel beyond.

      It was subtle yet pervasive, a sound so all-encompassing he discovered they must have been listening to it for some time before noticing. It was a low rumble, almost like stone grinding in a cavern miles ahead. But then a shift in the tone alerted him to its presence. The group stopped and exchanged looks. They’d all heard it.

      For a while they listened, only registering the most minute shifts in tone. After a time, they marched onward. The deeper they went, the most insistent the noise was.

      Finally, Cade could make out distinct words, though what tongue they were in remained a mystery. A thrumming voice of epic proportions was singing somewhere ahead in the tunnel. As they got closer, another fact became certain. Not only was the song coming from an enormous set of vocal cords, but whoever sung contentedly was entirely tone deaf.

      This is getting better by the minute, Cade thought. Not only are we going to face a giant monster capable of defeating an army of spiderkin, but we will have to listen to it warble like a drunken bird. Just my luck.
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      The vast tunnel didn’t do them any favors. It swelled and contracted, the variations in its size and shape becoming more extreme as they get closer to the center. This not only made traversing the ground difficult, but it played tricks with the queer song that continued to mess with Cade’s mind.

      At times, it sounded like a giant baby babbling to itself just before sleep, and at others like a choir of voices led in divine inspiration. The effect was unsettling.

      He wasn’t the only one who felt this way. Gamlum held his spear up over his shoulder, as if ready to hurl the weapon into the eye of a titan. Gemma’s bow was in her hands, its energy string buzzing softly as they went. Ketzal held her whip curled in her hand. When she wasn’t using it, it seemed like an odd mesh rope, the silver metal of the soul weapon distinct. Yet he knew that should she flick it out, it would ignite with a blaring yellow light. It was truly an awesome weapon. A little like a whip’s version of a laser sword.

      The tunnel collapsed on itself once more, tapering to only thirty feet high, and the glowing material on the walls burned vibrantly. Then as they passed through, a truly enormous cavern was exposed. The strangest part was the lighting. Not only the glow of the cave slime, but daylight as well, though faint and faded.

      It was big enough to host a professional football game with room for the stands as well. All around were thousands of mud lumps, almost like earthen eyes staring blindly.

      Cade gawked at the sheer scale of the cavern, and all along the walls peered the empty sockets of countless tunnels. This was the heart of the nest, its epicenter. This was where all the spiders came to pay homage to their great queen. She was absent, of course, but curled up on her throne of rubble and bone, a vast creature was resting.

      Far above, a long and angular crack scored through the mountaintop, the chink in the top of the skull, Cade imagined as he recalled the leering face they’d walked through to get here. It allowed a bean of burnished bronze light fall on the creature, late afternoon by the looks of it. They’d been tunneling for four or more hours, and at last, here was the monster who they sought.

      The group halted, peering in wonder at the beast who’d single-handedly defeated the spiders. It was twenty feet tall at least, and its furry body curled around itself, fifty feet or longer. Yet its features remained indistinct. Only a mass of silver and amber fur, striped like a viper, shone in the fading light like polished metal.

      Cade looked to Ketzal, all too aware that their village had relied upon her skill too often of late. But if anyone could break through and communicate with this creature, it was her. In a soft voice, just above a whisper, Cade asked her, “Speak with it, Ketzal. Ask it what it wants, and if it might go.”

      The demoness nodded, fear and courage in her eyes, but her verbal response was interrupted by a booming voice as eloquent and bladed as Vormer’s. “Speak with me yourself, manling. Or is it your custom to have others do what you are too afraid to do for yourself?”

      Looking to his party members in shock, Cade mentally reached down and grabbed a handful. He stepped forward formally and answered the insulting question. “Not at all. I am just surprised you speak my tongue. I did not mean to offend.”

      “Did not mean to offend me yet doubts I can speak a proper language. I have mastered five hundred tongues in the three thousand years I’ve been alive. I was here for Antinium’s birth, and I will watch it burn into embers when all is lost. So I believe I am offended. And what of your second question. Don’t you mean to ask me if I might go?” Its speech ended with a mockery of Cade’s voice, which compared to the giant, sounded weak and hollow.

      With no other avenue to pursue the matter, Cade chose honesty. “We are on a quest to rid the plague that has fallen on the spiders’ lair. I am assuming you are that plague, though we are all in shock to see how fair you are to look upon.”

      An odd chuffing sound erupted from the creature, its bulk contorting. When it ceased laughing, the creature continued. “Flattery suits you well, manling. We may yet have a friendship to strike. But I will not go. For that I won’t even apologize. There is food here to last me a century at least. May I tell you a riddle?”

      “You may. Might I have your name, divine one?” he asked boldly.

      More chuffing laughter. “Do not press your luck. Too much silver on the tongue will make a man choke, or so I’ve heard. You may have my name if you guess my riddle. Deal?”

      Cade sighed. This was not going to be easy at any point. “Deal.”

      “What is round and plump, with many legs that will not crawl, and eyes that cannot see? A sleeping babe to some, an endless feast for me?”

      The creature finished and its grand voice echoed throughout the chamber like a fading drum. Cade searched his mind, then felt a tap on his arm. Gemma pointed to the mud lumps that clustered all around the chamber. No shit! he thought. We are in the center of a nest. And all around us are thousands of eggs. This creepy fucker is gonna eat all of them?

      Clearing his throat, Cade answered. “The spider eggs all around you. You are here to dine on their offspring for a century.”

      In a whirl of motion, the beast unfurled itself. Not a curled ball of fur, but an enormous animal that looked like a coyote or a fox. Its eyes burned copper in the dim light, and its teeth flashed. The beast was smiling, and though it wore a figure similar to a canine, it was undoubtedly ancient and divine. Cade thought of an Egyptian carving, its ears were long and angular, almost like a cat’s. Yet it had the narrow snout of a coyote.

      “Well done, manling! I will tell you my name, though I am still quite certain I shall not leave for any amount of begging. You may call me Yotri.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Yotri. My name is Cade. We’ve—”

      The fox beast cut Cade off mid-sentence with a hiss then fell into a tirade of words. “Manling, do not think I’ll learn your name. You will live and die before I fall asleep again, and those that follow will pass before I wake. If you have a riddle or a game for me, I will entertain you further, otherwise leave the way you came. I would eat you, but you are all so tiny, and I can smell your god steel from here. It has no flavor at all and is absolutely indigestible.”

      Cade had no idea what to do next. Riddles were not his thing. If it hadn’t been for Gemma, they wouldn’t have made it this far. Yet the definition of the word game was where he might decide to place his money. “Yotri, I do not have a game, and I do not have a riddle for you, but if you are bold enough, I might have a challenge.”

      “Challenge me?” Yotri asked, his mouth pulling wide into a mischievous laugh. He laughed again, appearing for all to see like a god mode predator about to eat them all. “You cannot match me in anything. Why even suggest such a thing? Yet I must know. It is simply too diverting to ignore. What would you propose?”

      “I challenge you to fight my champion. He is strong and powerful beyond belief. I don’t think you can defeat him.”

      Yotri’s mouth fell open, and he strode forward. Standing, the creature was at least sixty feet tall at the shoulder, though his limbs were long and lean. He squinted his copper eyes, staring down at Gamlum. “There is only one other male among you. What nonsense is this? Don’t waste my time, manling.”

      Holding up one of his hands, Cade gestured for the beast to hold his tongue. “I assure you, that my chosen champion is strong enough to contend with one so great as yourself. He knows no fear and is skilled in combat. Yet you have a point, Yotri. Who could stand up to one so great and powerful. My challenge is for you to meet my champion, head to head, matching his strength with yours. Will you accept my challenge, or is the proposal somehow exposing a vein of cowardice in your heart?”

      Cade knew he’d taken a risk. From flattery to insults was not the progression most people took when dealing with vastly OP abilities. Yet this thing was pure ego. If he had guessed right, he might have just found a way to defeat this thing.

      “I’ll fight anything of this world and crush it between my teeth. Tell your tiny lockman to lift his spear and prepare to meet the inside of my belly,” Yotri growled, his eyes growing wide and feral.

      Their poor guide began his bouncing routine again, hopping on his flat feet as if preparing to sprint away into the tunnels. Yet, to the little dude’s credit, he held on to his spear like a pro.

      “Excellent. So you accept my challenge? Defeat my champion, and we will bring you freshly killed game for a year and a day. But if my champion defeats you, you must promise to leave this place and never return.”

      The fox chortled once more, blowing up a cloud of fine dust from the bones of the Spider Queen’s nest. “Accept! I accept, little fool. Now let us begin this match of incredible strength. I find myself in the mood for something fishy.”

      Cade grinned nervously, hoping his plan would work. Not only did he need to trust that this bastard would be good on its word, but that his champion had it in him to crush this overgrown coyote. After sending a glance to Gemma and Ketzal, hoping they had figured out his ploy, he shouted in as loud and commanding a voice as he could muster, “Pablo! I need your services!”

      Gamlum stopped hopping and looked at Cade, shock in his fishy features. Yotri snuffled, his head pulling back in a snarl, and the ever-purple Pablo appeared before them. He wore the elegant and powerful form of a dragon.

      “Demon! You seek to trick me? How dare you?” Yotri hissed through his teeth.

      “I didn’t trick you at all. I told you my champion was strong enough to beat you. You only assumed it was Gamlum here.” Then, looking to the lockman, he added, “It’s okay, buddy. You can put the spear down now.”

      Pablo looked to Cade as if he’d been greatly offended, and opened his scaled mouth to object. But Yotri blurted out, “A baby demon? I haven’t tasted demon flesh before. It should be quite a treat. I do not mind killing one so small and weak as this. Let us finish this! I’ll have my first delivery of meat in the morning.”

      Cade glanced to his demon helper and shrugged. “You said you were given additional powers. I was just hoping this might count.”

      Ignoring Cade’s plea, the demon locked eyes with the great Yotri and puffed out a minute stream of purple mist. “Baby demon?” Pablo asked with an edge of extreme agitation. “I will show you how infantile I am. And though I will have harsh words with the human when we are through, it will be a pleasure to stop that yammering mouth of yours, Yotri!”

      The coyote god crouched, no longer laughing, his smile pulled back into a cold sneer. “Come then, demon. I am ready.”

      Cade and the girls ran off to the side of the cavern, Gamlum on their heels, as Pablo faced the massive creature. Then the demon’s form shuddered, winking in and out of existence like a glitch. His purple body solidified once more and expanded.

      The little demon, big enough to fit in a cat carrier, grew exponentially, his body rippling as it shifted to accommodate new bones, new scales. In his dragon form, huge claws tore from his paws, and two large horns emerged from his temples. In only thirty seconds, the demon became a terrifying giant, matched in scale with Yotri.

      No more witty banter passed between the two ancient beings, but the air rumbled as Yotri growled, his hackles rising like a wave on the ocean. Pablo’s chest vibrated with its own odd sound. It was more like a thunderstorm breaking within his chest. Then a gout of vibrant red fire leapt from his mouth, splashing over the coyote’s face.

      The smell of singed fur filled the cavern and plumes of black smoke billowed up from where the fire attack landed. Yotri yelped and leapt to the side, cracking open a dozen spider eggs as he did so.

      As he watched on, Cade saw translucent spider bodies spill out of their mud-forged shells. The poor things could barely move, and as the light illuminated them, he knew they would be dead soon. Each was bigger than a man and plump like hellish grapes. No wonder Yotri wanted to feed here. There are literally tens of thousands of pounds of meat just waiting to be feasted on.

      Pablo shook out his scales, his claws digging into the floor of the cavern. Yotri charged, ignoring the seared fur and flesh of his snout. The huge beast moved in a blur, as fast as thought. Pablo wheeled around to meet him, and their claw and fang flashed in an unrestricted display of violence. The demon’s talons raked across his foe’s ribs, deep furrows of bloody flesh exposed and crimson splashing to the ground.

      Yotri responded by tearing into Pablo’s neck, a swath of flesh ripping free. The combat Cade witnessed was terrifying. Too fast, the two titans moved, and yet the more they destroyed each other’s body, the more aggressive the contest became.

      If they’d been cursed with mortal flesh, the fight would have been over already. Yet after each wound was formed, it reknit, healing almost instantly. Yotri’s flesh sealed itself with a golden light that burned from within. Pablo healed himself with billowing clouds of purple smoke.

      “This is horrible,” Ketzal said in a ragged whisper.

      Cade agreed, but Gemma responded oddly. “It is also honorable. Only the demon could have matched this creature. We would have died in a second. These two were born for this contest.”

      Fucking deep, Cade thought, observing the battle before him. And I suppose she’s right. Both have lived for thousands of years, and at least Pablo knew of the other’s existence. Maybe we just helped facilitate this long-overdue fight. The idea of fate crossed Cade’s mind and that of course made the old chain of thoughts tumble down within him. Too many questions that can’t properly be answered had to be forced out of his mortal skull. I am no god, and no demon either. Let those who live for thousands of years wrestle with existential bullshit. I just hope Pablo wins so I can go home in peace.

      The fight was at a stalemate for the moment. Both creatures had mouths filled with their enemy’s blood, yet their bodies were sealing up anew. There was no way to gauge who was winning. Yet when they clashed again, Cade did notice that Yotri seemed faster than ever. The coyote god snapped out with his jaws, clamping them down on Pablo’s long dragon neck. Pablo tried to turn his head around to bite back, but the coyote lurched his head and body to the side, pulling Pablo off balance.

      The demon fell to his side, pinned on the cavern floor by the great Yotri. Dark blood poured from the wound in his neck, soaking into the ground.

      “Yield!” Yotri growled between his clenched teeth. Pablo lashed at the coyote with his long, armored tail, a laceration opening up across Yotri’s shoulder. Yet the coyote didn’t relinquish his hold. “Yield, demon! I have won!”

      In response, Pablo went limp, his eyes closing, and for an instant, Cade thought the day was lost. But then the demon shifted form once more. His neck thickened and morphed. Yotri’s jaw cracked open, a few of his long teeth shattering. The coyote rebounded to the side of the cavern, shaking his head in pain as his bones healed.

      Pablo shrunk and grew at the same time, his body becoming dense and bulky. The scales smoothed out and then exploded in tufts of fur. His tail split into nine parts, each growing hair and writhing in the air independently. The greatest transformation occurred in the demon’s chest and head. His once dragon snout blunted and became the fierce maw of a great feline. None that Cade had ever seen, but recognizable anyhow. It had a wide face and relatively short teeth. Yet when it hissed, Cade saw the fangs were insanely sharp. The beast’s wide throat and lack of seated teeth meant it had been designed to swallow its prey whole.

      When the battle resumed, it was at a fevered pitch. The cat moved faster from side to side, more agile than the dragon had been. It hissed as Yotri ripped a patch of its purple fur away, revealing a mass of raw muscle. Then Pablo answered by snapping out and crushing one of the coyote’s legs in his mouth. The sound of bones the size of tree trunks cracking was so loud that dust shook free from the ceiling far above and fell down in a haze.

      Yotri yelped, the pain of the injury causing him to flail, desperately trying to free himself. Pablo pushed him forward, pressing his enemy into the side of the cavern where a hundred more spider eggs met their death. Again, the tension built and the fight seemed at an end.

      The coyote god stared up at the sky though, his eyes filling with dancing motes of pure light. A charge filled the stuffed air in the cavern. It was enough to cause hair to stand up all across Cade’s body. Then a bolt of plasma, like lightning but more pure and as thick as a redwood tree, fell and lanced through Pablo’s chest. The smoking hole left in the demon’s body tried to seal itself anew, but for the first time, the healing was slow in coming.

      With a jerk of his leg, Yotri pulled himself free of Pablo’s bite. Kicking out the broken appendage, the coyote’s bones cracked back into place, and his form was once more pristine and powerful.

      Pablo limped back, a gout of blood spilling from his mouth. It was his own blood of course, and Cade felt sick. What the fuck did I do? Did I just get our one and only demon helper, our friend, killed for no good reason at all? He hoped he was wrong, but Yotri bounded forward, tearing out Pablo’s throat. The combined injuries drained the demon of thousands of gallons of blood. Too much blood. It seemed to have no end, gushing from the demon’s neck and chest like waterfalls.

      Yotri cackled, his eyes wild with the rush of victory. “I told you it was foolish to challenge me. I look forward to all the gifts you will give me, manling.”

      Pablo slumped to the ground, his huge frame crashing to the cavern floor with a rumble that ran through the ground and into Cade’s limbs. Guilt swept through him. It was over. And screw Camp Casmeer. They could find another place to live. And so what if he was forced to serve this asshole coyote creature. He only wished he hadn’t dragged Pablo into the mess with him.

      Cade let his face fall into his hands, but Gemma shook him. When he looked up to where she was pointing, he saw a river of demon blood smoking before him. The great body of the cat was dissolving into plumes of the same dense smoke, and as they watched, condensing.

      Another shape emerged from the wreckage of Pablo’s body, a viper of immense proportions. It was as thick as one of Yotri’s legs and hundreds of feet long. Hissing, the viper lashed out and bit the coyote on his paw. Yotri fell back in fear, looking at his paw. A purple venom leaked from the wound, and for the first time, it did not heal.

      “Cursed form! This is cheating!” Yotri howled in outrage.

      Yet Pablo only responded by lashing out twice more, each bite landing successfully on the coyote’s hide. Once in the chest and another in the neck, the venomous attacks were too quick to avoid. Yotri jumped forward, his jaws open to crush the snake’s sinuous body. But already, the venom was working. Yotri was clumsy, his attack slow. Pablo merely evaded the bite and struck again, this time aiming at the coyote’s other leg.

      The battle waged on, Yotri trying ever-harder to crush the snake in his deadly jaws. Pablo moved his endless coils about, evading each attack, and repaying the coyote with a mouth full of poison.

      Cade noticed that every place he’d been bitten, Yotri’s body was now swelling, becoming distended and limp.

      In less than a minute, the coyote slipped, his front paw unresponsive. Pablo didn’t hesitate. The vast snake dove forward, ducking under another snap of the coyote’s jaws, and then wrapping itself around his huge ribcage. Three times round the snake wove its body, pulling Yotri off of his feet and falling to the ground. The snake bunched, its length constricting its foe’s ribcage. Just like a python, it cinched tighter each time the coyote panted for air.

      Yotri growled in frustration, and again seemed to call upon some divine power. The same sparks of light filled his eyes, and Cade waited for another plasma bolt to strike through the deadly snake. Instead, Pablo flexed his length violently, and a series of ribs snapped like tinder. The coyote howled in pain, and the sparking light faded from his eyes.

      “It is your turn to yield, Yotri. I have you and would love nothing more than to finish you. But that would be stepping beyond what is necessary. Do you yield?”

      For a moment, the coyote refused to answer. He couldn’t take another breath, but stubbornly, he clung to the contest. Pablo met the resistance with another clenching of his body, and the coyote’s huge spine popped, a vertebra dislocating.

      Then in a voice filled with scathing anger and burning shame, Yotri said aloud the only words that mattered. “I yield.”

      Pablo disappeared, the vast snake exploding in smoke, a density forming in the air that fluttered toward them. In a heap of glistening scales, Pablo landed beside their group, a satisfied smile on his dragon lips.

      “I’m so sorry,” Cade began, knowing he’d asked more from the demon than even he had guessed.

      The demon shook his head. “No, it is well, Caderick. Not only have we succeeded, but that was immensely satisfying. I will owe a few favors though. That was a lot of power I was gifted. I will not be able to accomplish such a feat again anytime soon.”

      Yotri remained slumped on his side, and Cade wondered how the coyote god would recover. Fucking magic, he remembered, resisting the urge to face palm. He will heal himself with godly magic of course. The coyote took a deep breath, the ribs and spine bones finding their place once more. And slower still, he seemed to purge his body of the venom. One by one, the bites reduced in swelling.

      Then the creature was back on his feet, a look terrifying enough to scare off an angel on his face. “I will not forget this, manling.”

      “I’m sure you won’t. But you agreed to the challenge. Will you leave?” Cade asked, trying to keep any hint of boasting from his voice. There was no need to anger the creature further.

      “Yes. I will go. Should I meet you again, however, I will take revenge upon you.”

      Pablo cleared his tiny throat. “Actually, you shall not be doing anything like that at all, brother. Just scamper off and leave the travelers alone. I wouldn’t want to call upon any… higher powers.”

      Yotri growled and snapped his teeth loudly. Shaking his coat out, as if to rid himself of the shame of defeat, the coyote ran away, kicking up piles of bone in his wake.

      “Brother?” Cade asked, unable to hold his question back a second longer.

      “Yotri was once a demon helper. He fell in love with his form, however, and broke his contract. He gave up power and the freedom to leave this world. I do not think he has had occasion to regret his decision, at least not before today,” Pablo explained.

      Ketzal strode forward and patted the little dragon on his head. “Thank you, Pablo. I know we are two different kinds of demons from different planes of existence. But I must say that even in my previous world, such a display of strength and skill would be looked upon with respect.”

      Then the demon blew everyone’s mind once more. The little bastard managed to look chagrinned.

      “I will be off now. Caderick, check your quest status before leaving, and make sure to speak with the queen. I don’t think you’ll need to wait long,” he finished and disappeared before their eyes.

      Cade pulled out a waterskin and took a long drink before passing it to Ketzal. They had accomplished their goal, or at least Pablo had for them, and all with much less cost and pain than anticipated.

      He was about to bring up his UVS to see what reward they had been given when the tremors of a hundred thousand legs clicking through the tunnels above caught his attention. Sure, they’d won the day, but now, it seemed, it was time to meet the Spider Queen.
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            Worse than a Hickey or a Mouthsore

          

        

      

    

    
      “Kneel, young traveler. Receive your blessing,” the Spider Queen said, her words rustling out from whatever mouth she possessed.

      Cade obeyed, no chance in hell he would risk pissing off this woman. Not only did she have a lot of brothers, and sons, and daughters, lurking all around them in the massive cavern, but she herself was twice the size of Bellows.

      The pointed tip of her clawed foreleg fell on his right and left shoulders. The spiders had asked him to bare his chest so the ceremony might proceed. Each touch pierced his flesh, and blood welled up from the tiny wound. It stung, but immediately, a numbness settled and bled down into his arms. Ketzal and Gemma were given the same blessing as was Gamlum.

      Oddly, the lockman was the most excited. He garbled a response to the queen when the ceremony was done. “Thank you, great queen. We have feared the spiders for many lifetimes. I will tell my people we at peace. Bring you offering of fish every month as gift.”

      “This will be greatly appreciated. My brood have a taste for such treats. We have another gift for you, Cade, and then I must ask you be on your way. The usurper destroyed many of our young ones, and we must repair the nest,” the queen added, and tapped out a command to the spiders nearest her.

      A sack of spider silk was drawn before them and set to rest. Cade was happy enough to leave as it was. They’d all gained significant XP, enough for each of them to gain another level, and Gemma two. When Pablo defeated Yotri, a wave of XP had washed over them. Apparently, as a party, they’d all shared in Pablo’s victory. Or else perhaps the demon had some part in it. Then another wave of XP hit after the spider queen completed the quest. Cade was at 73% till the next level, Ketzal at 91%, but Gemma had hit her level 5 already. The system that ran Antinium only allowed for a single level of progress no matter how big an XP dump someone received. Gemma was uncommonly lucky, her XP gains had been well paced to ensure rapid leveling. It was insanely quick progression for her, but Cade couldn’t have been more pleased. The woman needed to be strong as quickly as possible.

      He was waiting on his upgrades, knowing they were important decisions to make, but they would have plenty of time on the ride back.

      The queen tapped the ground near the sack and spoke once more. “Please, accept your gifts. I had my children wrap them for you. I hope you can find some use for them. We’ve held them in our vaults for many years.”

      Cade bowed in gratitude and pulled out his dagger. Opening the sack with a single swipe, he gasped. Within was a small pile of soul weapons.

      Another shield, like the buckler but larger, rested near a finely crafted dagger. A pair of silvery bracers gleamed beside a belt made of interlocking plates. And resting within the curve of the shield, a single, silver ring.

      “Thank you. We will use these weapons to bring balance to Antinium. I can promise you that,” Cade said, dumbfounded but feeling the need for ceremonial words.

      “Excellent. Now depart, young ones. And know my kin will never harm you or those in your clan. The blessing we’ve given you will also make you immune to most venoms and will give you the Dexterity of the spiders.”

      They each thanked the great queen once more and left the cavern, both still a little terrified of the hairy creatures who bowed to them as they left as well as touched by their kindness and obvious show of deference. The spiders allowed them to walk from the chamber on their own strength, then hoisted them up and carried them out of the caves in a handful of frantic minutes. Riding atop the spiders would have been impossible, but they wove a saddle of webs to ensure their passengers wouldn’t be injured by their characteristic spines.

      Outside of the caves once more, they noticed Bellows gorging himself on a heap of animal carcasses, gifts of the spiders as well.

      The moon had risen, and reflecting off of the broad lake, they rode easily. Gamlum thanked them again, as did the lockmen. When invited to feast with the fish men, Cade refused but said when peace had been restored, that his entire village would visit. They made another exchange of fish for leftover turtle meat, and departed on good terms.

      “Ketzal, let’s ride as far as we can while the moon is still good. If we can get into the hills once more, at least we’ll have shelter from the winds,” Cade said, and she urged Bellows into a gallop.

      The lake passed, silver and immense, and Cade felt truly proud. He also decided to take a moment to upgrade his weapon, Attributes, and choose a new trait.

      Remembering his argument with Minda, and feeling the blessing of the spiders still fading from his limbs, he chose Hale as the Horde. He gained an additional point in Dexterity, stacking on top of the two points the spider’s blessing granted them all. His enemies would have a hard time pinning him down in the future, that much was certain.

      The description of the trait mentioned “restoring the use and function of grievous injuries to the extremities.” Cade took that to mean he indeed could regrow a limb should he lose one in battle. Yet he was most excited to see what new trait skill he might learn. He reviewed the two options.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Spider’s Insight: Adopting the uncanny senses of the spiderkin, this skill will allow a short period of time in which attacks may be predicted and avoided. All incoming attacks have a significantly reduced chance of landing. The effectiveness of the skill is dependent upon Dexterity score and level of attacking foe. 30-second Duration. 30-minute Cooldown.

      

        

      
        Spider’s Kiss: Imbuing a single attack with the potency of the spiderkin, this skill greatly increases chance of landing a successful hit. Only the most dexterous opponent can avoid the attack or one using a counter skill. Additionally, the attack infects enemy with venom, slowing target movement speed. Extent of paralytic response dependent upon enemy’s level and resistance to venom. 30-minute Cooldown.
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        * * *

      

      He knew his girls would love to talk to him about the choice, and he could hear Minda insisting to select the defensive option. Yet Satemi was in his mind as well, winking at him and nodding toward the Spider’s Kiss. Paralyzing an enemy had an offensive and defensive effect, so he chose the new skill, excited to try it in combat soon.

      Next he brought up his weapon menu, and found, to his great delight, something unexpected. There was no new option for modifying his axe nor the mana bullets he used. Rather, he suspected he had hit some kind of a threshold in his leveling, an important one. He was confronted with choosing one of three elemental augmentations.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Icebound: Embracing the cold of deepest winter, choosing this augmentation allows you to enhance any attack with cold damage. Adds 15% additional base damage as cold damage. Has a 20% chance to impart Frigid effect. Frigid slows a target’s movement speed by 15%.

      

        

      
        Flameborn: Harnessing the destructive force of flame, choosing this augmentation allows you to enhance any attack with fire damage. Adds 20% additional base damage as fire damage. Has a 10% chance to impart Scorched effect. Scorched adds 50% base damage over a period of ten seconds.

      

        

      
        Windtorn: Riding on the vaulted wings of the wind itself, choosing this augmentation allows you to enhance any attack with wind damage. Adds 10% additional base damage as wind damage. Attack speed is permanently increased by 15%.
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        * * *

      

      By the grubby backseat of the short bus, this is sweet. Cade had thought of some cool new bullet to fire, not a way to enhance every one of his attacks. The lack of a Cooldown was the best part. It meant he could use the elemental augmentation repeatedly.

      He went through the list in his mind. Max damage output would be Flameborn, all day every day. But Gemma had such an ability already and he knew she would be getting more such abilities. This was about forging a strong team, not just maxing himself out like some solo hero. He thought hard about Windtorn and Icebound. Both were quite distinct. Damage again went to Icebound, and the Frigid effect would be awesome. Yet he hesitated. The paralytic effect of his most recent ability, not to mention the chance of landing Stun or Daze from his Herculean Hammer or Slug Shot gave him plenty of options.

      Windtorn, however, would make every swing of his axe faster than it had been. How unstoppable would he be now when using Wyrm’s Wrath. The stacked attack speed would make him move… well, like the wind.

      Cade was pleased with his improvements, and only had to update his Attributes. He looked around them, seeing the landscape was beginning to slope upwards again. They were entering the hilly country, and soon, they would find a place to rest. He whispered to Ketzal, asking her to keep an eye out for an overhanging cliff or even embankment that might serve as a wind block.

      Then again, he brought up his UVS and assigned his Attributes. He dropped another in Intelligence, already coming to depend more heavily on his blast axe’s ranged ability. He saw that the recharge rate of his magical gun dropped from 19 seconds to 16 seconds. Almost four times a minute, Cade could count on another Explosive Shot or Double Tap. That was something he could live with.

      He viewed his weapon’s stats, relishing in their improvements.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Mr. McGregor Blast-Axe Level 6

      

        

      
        Primary Weapon System - Battle Axe

        Base Damage - 90% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Slashing

        Attack Speed - Medium

        Mods: Razor’s Edge, Herculean Hammer, Mana Spear, Ratcheting Reach

        Elemental Augmentation: Windtorn

      

        

      
        Secondary Weapon System - Blast Staff

        Base Damage - 90% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Ether Blast

        Attack Speed - Instant

        Recharge Rate: 16 seconds (Intelligence score 18)

        Mods: Slug Shot, Double Tap, Explosive Shot, Armor Piercing

        Elemental Augmentation: Windtorn
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        * * *

      

      Not only was Mr. McGregor at 90% of its full damage score, but seeing Windtorn at the bottom of each of the two weapon systems confirmed his greatest hope. The bonus would apply not only to his use with the axe but also when he shot his enemies.

      Strength was a fun Attribute, and he was sure his score was behind Satemi’s. But she was not their leader. So he added one point to Constitution and three more to Charisma. Finalizing his choices, Cade leaned into Ketzal’s back and groaned as the pleasure of transformation rocked his body.

      She threw a hand back and squeezed his shoulder. “I must admit, though it did not feel so nice when I first gained power in this world, I too am enjoying the sensation. I look forward to hearing about your choices, Cade.”

      He gave her a squeeze, then greedily looked up his Character Sheet. His stats were becoming something he could truly be proud of.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Name: Cade

        Level: 6

        Strength: 15

        Constitution: 16

        Dexterity: 20

        Intelligence: 18

        Wisdom: 12

        Charisma: 21

        Traits: Lycan Metabolism, Nalgathi Fervor, Alpha’s Fitness, Eel’s Bite, Ape’s Aptitude, Hale as the Horde

        Skills: Culling the Pack, Wyrm’s Wrath, Alpha’s Call, Electric Touch, Earthen Assault, Spider’s Kiss
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        * * *

      

      The first thing he wanted to ask Gemma and Ketzal was how his Chimera Lord status was affecting them now that he had a significantly boosted Charisma Attribute.

      And shortly after, they spotted a suitable place to camp, Bellows slowing gratefully from his quick pace. They’d traveled three hours by moonlight, and all were thankful not only for the sure-footedness of their mount, but for the brightness of Antinium’s huge moon.

      Setting up the tent as quickly as possible, Cade’s stomach rumbled audibly. Gemma teased him, but suggested they make a fire to cook their meal this night. Not wanting to give away their location, Cade argued. But Ketzal insisted. “Cade, I think we will be fine. We have faced the deadliest foe in this region already and lived to tell of it. If it makes you feel any better, I will ask Pablo if he can warn us if danger approaches.”

      This last pushed the scales for Cade, and he relented. Sure enough, the demon agreed to act as their scout, if, and only if, they agreed to hear his rendition of the great battle he’d fought earlier that day.

      The smell of roast turtle made Cade’s mouth water, and the party sat around a modest fire and listened to the little demon tell his own tale.

      “It’s called Heaven Fire, you know. That attack he used on me. If not for that ability, there’s no way even Yotri would have been able to flush out the Spider Queen. He could have killed maybe thirty or forty of them, but their poison would slow him down and eventually defeat him. But calling that down from the skies is enough to make him one of the most powerful creatures in all of Antinium,” Pablo said, his eyes sparking with enthusiasm.

      “One of the most powerful?” Cade asked skeptically.

      “Yes, but of course there is the Stone Titan deep in the desert, and the dragons that live in the Borman Mountains. Their leader is no weakling, I will tell you that. But they have a bit of wisdom to keep to their own territory. Yotri was being selfish, trying to live off of the spiders’ industry and wealth.”

      Ketzal smiled politely and urged the demon on. “Tell us, Pablo, what it was that allowed you to finally bring the monster down.”

      Pablo blew out a big breath, his eyes staring wistfully into the fire. “Let me tell you! A creature like Yotri has but few weaknesses. You all saw the rate at which he could heal. In that, he is still my equal,” the demon began before pouring his efforts into a long-winded rendition of the battle’s finale.

      Ketzal winked at Cade, and he chuckled. What a sweet woman. And to think, just a couple weeks ago she was stuck under Vormer’s golden thumb. I’ll have to break it off for him someday soon.

      But he didn’t mention it, rather, he enjoyed the food and the entertainment. Pablo told them all it had been five centuries or more since he’d had a good battle. He seemed alive and ecstatic, and then, when the fire began burning low, he bowed to them all and announced that he had a great deal of boasting to do. He vanished after, the image of the smiling dragon-formed demon fresh in Cade’s mind.

      As Cade washed up, making sure to rid himself of the juicy turtle meat before he crawled into their furs, he noticed that Ketzal and Gemma were in the middle of a long conversation. Not wanting to disturb the women, he took off his boots and armor and crawled into the tent.

      A part of him wanted nothing more than to inspect each of the soul weapons they’d found. Yet there was little chance of them going into battle before getting home the following day, and Cade wanted to “open their present” collectively. True, the contents would only be a surprise to Sholl, Minda, and Satemi, but the secret of the skills they possessed was quite another.

      It would be an exciting reunion, and to make it better, they could all have a say in the new skill Bellows had unlocked. He too had gained a level as well as another few hundred pounds in boar flesh. Not only feasting but leveling up seemed to encourage the boar to grow, and for the hundredth time, Cade wondered at how big Bellows would become.

      He crawled into bed, feeling tired and excited all at once. The day’s events played in his mind as he listened to the immensity of Bellows’ lungs and the two women speaking quietly. What are they talking about anyhow? he mused. I suppose it is a good thing they are finally becoming friends. Although, Ketzal could befriend an ox if he gave her the time of day.

      The way the quest had turned out was most fortunate. A hundred different things could have gone wrong, and yet, they’d made it. He remembered standing with Gemma when the lockmen ambushed them. Her surprise mirroring his, and the battle that nearly followed. She was such an interesting woman, always thinking of the hunt ahead. He had to respect such a person. Gemma wasn’t witty and full of flint like Minda. She wasn’t brazen and sarcastic like Satemi. And she most definitely wasn’t the kind and ever-loving Ketzal. Yet there were qualities about her, just beginning to surface in their time together, that Cade was growing fond of.

      He imagined her face when he’d thanked her for ridding him of some of the bugs that attacked them in the caves. She’d only seen it as an act of loyalty, something she would do for any of them. Yet to Cade, it was her singling him out and helping him when his own characteristics were lacking. That was the kind of woman he wanted in his life.

      Considering Gemma as a “woman in his life” made him chuckle. Selfish fucking bro. How many girls does one Chimera Lord need? Then after considering the question, he laughed again. Four would just about do it.

      The women laughed, just twenty feet away, and the sound of their shared amusement warmed his heart. Yes, they are becoming friends. Something we all need in a world this harsh and unforgiving.

      Shortly after, Gemma opened the tent and crawled inside. Naked as always, he realized how used to her body he’d become. Yet someone who burst into flames constantly couldn’t be wearing leather or furs just to make the rest of them comfortable, so it was good he was growing accustomed to it.

      Her smell though, like a forest of burning pines, was not something he was at all used to. She lay atop the furs beside him, not at all needing warmth. He listened to her breathe for a few moments and somehow knew she was staring up at the tent’s ceiling along with him. Should I ask her how she is? he thought. Knowing what Gemma did and did not want was a challenging sport.

      Cade had almost decided to ask something random of the woman, anything to break the building tension of having a nude beauty with ash-black skin and flame-colored eyes lying next to him, when she spoke up. “I have thought on the matter much lately. As I have said, in my world, I would be married soon, and several other husbands would have joined in an effort to rear a child. Things are different here. Ketzal told me there will be no children. For that… I am disappointed. But I would like to have a husband. And perhaps a group of wives is as good as a group of husbands. Don’t you think?”

      Well if there was ever a more awkward question, I would pay to hear it spoken aloud. Shaking his head, clueless what to answer with, he took a shot in the dark. “A group of wives… sure, probably just as good as a group of husbands. I guess it depends on which way you swing though.”

      “Swing?”

      “Never mind. What was your point, Gemma?”

      “I am confused. How do you mean swing, Cade?”

      He coughed and turned to face her. “It was a bad joke. Please, continue.”

      Her solemn face nodded slowly, and then he realized that she was as nervous as he was. When she spoke again, her voice was quiet. “I wish to choose you, Cade. But my father is not here to do so, and your father is not here to agree. So I ask you. May I choose you?”

      “Choose me?”

      “For a husband. I know there is not a baby to be had, and you have already been chosen by the others, but I wish to have you as well.” Gemma sat up on her elbow and peered into his eyes. Their faces were only a hand’s breadth apart, and he could smell her breath, and the burning fragrance of her skin. “I wish to choose you, Cade.”

      His heart fought to escape the feeble cage of his ribs, and his ears pounded with the sound of it. When he answered, his voice was as soft as her. “Yes, Gemma. I do not know exactly what you mean. But I want to choose you as well.”

      Then her teeth were bright above him, her grin wide enough for the both of them. “This is good. Let me bond with you tonight then, and when we get back, the others can be there for when we marry.”

      The thought of marrying Gemma was certainly strange, but knowing her, she probably meant going for a jaunt in the forest in hopes of slaying some massive and hairy beast. Throwing caution to the wind, Cade agreed to wed a woman he’d met only a few days before. If anything goes wonky, he figured, Minda or Satemi will be there to get me out of trouble.

      Staring back at her, Cade moved closer, and he answered. “Let us bond then. I look forward to it. You are beautiful and unlike anyone I have ever known. How… would you like to start?”

      Gemma moved closer, her eyes closing comically, and her lips brushed his. It was the softest of kisses, a butterfly’s wing over his lips, hot from flying too close to the sun. He chuckled at the romantic musings of his tired mind. Then she asked him a much more appealing question. “Will you remove your armor and shirt?”

      “Of course,” he answered, his voice growing thick. He sat up and shrugged out of the leather armor vest Satemi had made for him, and then his shirt came next. He lay back down, folding his arms behind his neck. There was no way of knowing how she’d proceed, but Cade was certain he was enjoying every minute of it.

      Gemma placed her hand upon his chest, splaying the fingers and pressing into his flesh. She leaned closer, her mouth opening slightly and exposing the two long fangs in her mouth. A gentle moan escaped, and her eyes grew brighter, the orange flames within beginning to dance and writhe. He stared up in wonder at her unknowable beauty, mesmerized and happy for it.

      Then he felt the heat build beneath her hand, and build some more. Soon, he was concerned, her hand beginning to singe his chest hair. “Gemma, what are you—” he tried, but a light flashed, coloring the tent amber and gold.

      Cade screamed through his teeth, his chest burning, the woman’s hand sinking into his skin. He saw on her own chest, the outline of a hand wrought in flames. She let a groan of pain free from her lungs, and they cried out together. And then it was fading. The glowing light, the bright and eager pain, the moment itself, all began to slowly fade.

      When it was dark once more, and his eyes were adjusted enough to see the woman who’d just done gods knew what to him, he reached down and grabbed her wrist. Pulling her arm away, he felt his chest and found a deep scar in the shape of her hand. “What did you just do, Gemma? And why?”

      She smiled, coy and quiet as a young girl in love. “I chose you,” was all she said before laying her head down on his shoulder. Gemma pulled her hand to her face and kissed it, giggling to herself.

      What did I just get myself into? he asked himself. And though the pain in his body lingered, and he had concerns of what it meant to marry a woman as terrifying and gorgeous as Gemma, he found himself curiously happy. He’d never had a woman who wished to bond with him before, not in such a dramatic fashion. What Minda and Satemi would say was a matter he preferred to think about when the moment came.

      So he kissed the woman on the top of her head, the metallic strands of hair smooth against his lips. Then together, as two who were destined to become one, Cade and Gemma settled in for a good night’s sleep.
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            Like a Cow, Maybe, But Missing the Bell

          

        

      

    

    
      Cade ran his fingertips over the scarred flesh of his sternum. Shaking his head, he wondered what a strange life he was living and how exactly he deserved it. You’d think I might have asked just a few more fucking questions. But no, I implicitly trust the girl who turns into a hairball bonfire.

      Another lesson learned, and though he didn’t think to himself yeah, I’d love to be branded by a gorgeous girl I just met, he at least had benefited from the arrangement. When reviewing his UVS that morning before they left, Cade found that he was permanently marked with a new passive ability.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Brand Bonded: By allowing yourself to be bonded with Gemma Brightclaw you are now permanently affected with the condition Brand Bonded. This condition allows you to view Gemma’s position on your map at any given time, and she yours. Additionally, your body now has 50% fire resistance, reducing all incoming fire attacks. Finally, the sensitivity to environmental heat caused by Lycan Metabolism has been negated.
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        * * *

      

      Well at least I got something out of it. Still, a ring on the finger would have been nice. Asking someone you like to be branded is as much of a red flag as wanting to meet your mom after the first date.

      But the wind was in his hair, and Ketzal’s round buns were before him, so despite his concern, Cade was enjoying their return trip.

      Bellows was making the journey seem little more than a jaunt, and already they’d passed into the thick of the jungle. Trees blurred past them at a dizzying pace, and though they all wanted to be home, Ketzal had to repeatedly slow the boar. It seemed the boar, too, was missing Camp Casmeer.

      After a few breaks and hours of travel, they were riding beneath the Earthen Apes’ abode. Riding up the slope, Cade marveled at the finished defenses. Not only were the ascending palisades complete, but a new feature had been added. A thick network of brambles wove in and around all of the palisades, their nasty thorns visible from thirty feet away. Minda must have had full responsibility for this latest embellishment. It was an impressive sight. Even with the lithe grace of the abyss cats or the destructive power of the bears, Cade was sure the fortifications would very much slow and blunt an attack from nearly any force. Combined with the ditches that preceded them, even the Kotani Ma would need to exert himself to clamber over.

      They trotted back and forth around each of the defenses and then proudly through the center of the last two palisades. It wasn’t much of an inconvenience for them and would allow them all to sleep a good deal better each night.

      Minda and Satemi were atop the rise, bent over a pile of lumber, working on a strange contraption. When the group came into view, both of the women stood up and smiled. Minda ran over, bouncing randomly every few steps, apparently unable to subdue her giddy joy. Satemi rested her hands on her epic hips and watched in amusement as they dismounted from Bellows’ back.

      “Bigger than ever, eh? He will need a camp of his own soon,” Satemi said, noting the boar’s additional growth.

      Ketzal looked back up to the boar, scratching the side of his great snout. “He did very well on this trip. He’s been the best boy ever. Haven’t you?”

      “He’s gained a level. That’s great news!” Minda declared. “Maybe after we all catch up, we can make a vote on his next ability. I am sure it will be quite powerful.”

      The boar chuffed and snuffled in delight while everyone worked to remove his saddle. As soon as it was done, he charged through camp and exploded into the pool. Water rocketed in all directions, and then he was frothing and churning about, covering himself with as much mud as possible.

      “I suppose we can bathe up in the waterfall,” Cade said, laughing with the rest as they watched their trusty steed despoil their pool.

      Cade recalled a more serious topic and asked quietly, “How is Sholl? Any improvements?”

      Minda looked to the ground, shaking her head. It was Satemi who answered. “No, I’m afraid not. The bad news, he hasn’t woken since midday yesterday. The good news is that he seems not to be suffering at all. I feel our only hope is to somehow access a Town Interface and heal him.”

      Nodding, Cade sighed, figuring the woman was right. It would be a hard blow to everyone’s morale if the man passed, and a tragedy to boot.

      Trying to save some of the levity of their companions’ return, Minda asked, “Levels, skills? And what’s with the spiders? More began to populate the cliff above and suddenly they all disappeared yesterday evening.”

      Cade gave the women a long hug each, sighing as he did so. “We will give you the long version as soon as we are all well fed. Pablo has a story to tell you as well. Any chance we can have an early dinner? Linner, perhaps?”

      Everyone agreed, and while those who’d just ridden more than half the day atop a sweaty boar made their way to the waterfall, Minda and Satemi prepared food. Cade enjoyed his rinse with Ketzal and Gemma. Though it was odd to see the matching scar on the tigress’ chest, sitting ominously between her breasts.

      They changed into spare furs and returned to help with the feast preparations.

      In less than an hour, the meat was charred, the fruit rinsed and set in shallow wooden bowls. They were ready to explain the events of the previous three days in earnest.

      Cade was just beginning to sink his teeth into a hunk of meat when Satemi’s eyes flashed to his chest. “What is this? Your body heals very fast. Where did this scar come from?” Then she found Gemma’s matching mark and her eyes filled with a cold rage. “Explain!”

      He sighed, not at all wanting to deal with the woman’s temper, not when he himself was still upset by the marking.

      Seeing his predicament, Ketzal spoke up. “Gemma and I had a discussion last night, and though you two were not present, I thought you might agree to what she asked me. She has bonded with Cade, and will be married to him. I explained how the three of us have our own relationships with Cade, but she didn’t mind at all. Apparently, this is the only way in which she can enjoy such carnal comforts. So, yes, Gemma branded Cade and herself by choosing him. But before you get more upset, know that the marking also comes with a few benefits.”

      Satemi’s eyes squinted to pinpoints. She was chewing her lip thoughtfully. “What benefits?”

      “The both of us can see each other’s positions labeled on the map for now. Also I have some fire resistance and will no longer suffer from excess heat. Look, I think it’s weird too, guys. But I am more comfortable than I have been since arriving in this jungle. I’m not sweating a bit,” Cade explained.

      “That will be a relief at night,” Minda pointed out. Cade could see she was trying very hard to be okay with the change. “I would like to hear from Gemma what she thinks this means though. You want to marry our Cade. Fine, I suppose, but what about us? Gemma, what do you think if I asked to have a go at Cade one night? Will you be okay with sharing your new… husband?”

      The tigress looked between Satemi’s and Minda’s faces, no sign of embarrassment or fear in her features. Yet when she answered, it was obvious the woman was trying to avoid causing further offense. “I ask this only because I want to share in what you three already have. I cannot simply lie with Cade. It would be wrong for any Neemashi to do so. It was my hope to have him to myself this night. If that is okay with the two of you, I will be deeply honored. But as for the future… I see you as my equals if not my elder wives. Is this okay?”

      Satemi rolled her eyes, her frustration visible. “Elder wives? I lie with Cade two times and now I am his wife? Come on.”

      “It is just how she sees the world,” Ketzal broke in. “I think it’s endearing. Demons do not have any such arrangement in my world, yet I accept this title if it is what Gemma understands. Nothing is changing. Can’t you see that?”

      At last, Minda moved and sat near Satemi. Putting a hand on her thigh, she said in a voice loud enough for them all to hear. “This is okay. Let’s just try to accept this. If it means Gemma will be more comfortable, enough to...” The woman broke off a piece of a plantain Satemi was eating and popped it in her mouth, finishing her thought after. “Share the same piece of fruit you and I have been snacking on, then so be it.”

      Gemma had another one of her loud and jarring laughs, and the tension broke away at last. “Minda always has the best jokes,” she said, giving Minda a thankful look.

      They ate until it hurt, and then Cade stood up and told them of the new skill he’d chosen as well as the elemental augmentation. Giving them all a display, he first fired a Slug Shot into a nearby stump with his blast axe. The bullet moved quicker than before and smacked into the wood with additional force. The “wind damage” was otherwise invisible.

      “Impressive, but what about the axe? I want to see how quickly you can swing that thing around, Cade,” Satemi suggested.

      He did so, even using a Wyrm’s Wrath to push his limits. In a flurry of strikes, Cade slashed through the air at blinding speed. Even though he’d been expecting the results, he was nonetheless impressed. “The Dexterity bonus helped a lot too. Oh, and did we forget to say we’ve been blessed by the spiderkin?”

      This last development pushed Satemi and Minda from excited and happy to just a little bit jealous. Cade had predicted this response. Neither woman was petty in any way, but to be given such a boon and level up as well while they had remained here toiling away at the camp’s defenses? It would be a hard pill for anyone to swallow.

      “Time for gifts!” he announced, summoning the soul weapons and dropping them in a heap near the fire. He purposefully did so right at Minda’s and Satemi’s feet. “You two, for waiting here and caring for our sick friend, get the first pick. We haven’t even looked at their skills yet, I promise.”

      Satemi laughed, her bright teeth flashing in delight. “Ah, Cade. You know the quickest way to a woman’s heart. Weapons and armor work wonders, don’t they?”

      “Okay, nice job in making us feel as lucky as you three. But the rule is, you can’t inspect the items until we’ve made our choices. Fair?” Minda asked mischievously.

      “Sounds good to me,” Cade responded, and the other two women nodded their approval.

      Watching Minda and Satemi go through the items one at a time, holding them or trying them on, and then whispering in each other’s ears, was as endearing an exercise as ever there was. Cade wanted to kiss them both by the time they’d come to a decision. Minda stepped forward, presenting her new dagger proudly and reading off its description.

      Cade inspected the item as she did, wanting to know for himself the precise wording of each skill offered.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Assassin’s Dagger of Night Level 3

      

        

      
        Primary Weapon System - Dagger

        Base Damage - 120% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Slashing and Piercing

        Attack Speed - Fast

        Mods: Whisper Step Strike, Heart Seeker
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        * * *

      

      Not having the weapon on him, he couldn’t see what the two mods added to the knife. “Spill the beans, girl! What the hell does Whisper Step Strike do? And Heart Seeker?” Cade asked, hoping to stir Minda’s already-infectious excitement.

      “Okay. So Whisper Step Strike is why I went with the dagger. It allows me to completely cloak my movements for 30 seconds before attacking a target. It only works if the enemy hasn’t already seen me. And if the attack hits, there’s double damage,” Minda said, acting out a stealthy kill while she explained.

      “The other is a passive ability, but it is going to completely change my game with my summoned dagger attack. Heart Seeker increases the likelihood of critical hits as well as armor penetration. How about that, guys? This Herbalist is going to be a lot to handle.”

      Everyone passed the knife around, admiring its looks, and Minda even took a few practice swings while everyone cheered her on.

      Satemi stood up next and lifted the chain-link belt for all to see. “This is mine. And anyone foolish enough to stand in my way will seriously regret their life choices.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Belt of the Stonewalker Level 5

      

        

      
        Secondary Weapon System - Belt

        Damage Reflection - 20% of Damage Received (Full Body Protection)

        Damage Type - N/A - Defensive

        Attack Speed - N/A - Function Affected by Constitution

        Mods: Granite Bastion (Corrupted), Sandskin (Corrupted), Ore-core, Quakefallen (Corrupted)
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        * * *

      

      After inspecting the piece, Cade shook his head. “You sure, Satemi? Sucks that three of its mods are broken. Must be some issue with how old it is or else maybe the spiders damaged it.”

      She shrugged. “Sure, Quakefallen might have been amazing, but the 20% Damage Reflection would be enough as it is. And Ore-core… let’s just say that whoever tries to block my hits will be feeling them. It adds 20% Base Damage to all attacks that are blocked. It also has a chance to cause Knockdown. I swear, if I knock Vormer on his ass before I kill him, I will be very satisfied.”

      Satemi tried the belt on and it fit nicely, hanging loose around her waist and giving off a faint aura of mana. With both Minda and Satemi looking happier than he’d seen them in days, Cade urged Gemma to look through the weapons.

      She tried to refuse, insisting that Ketzal or he go first. But after both of them wouldn’t budge, she thanked everyone solemnly and approached the three remaining items. She picked up all three, but held onto the bracers the longest. Then she gasped, turning to Cade and exclaiming, “It will shift with me! I am the luckiest!”

      He inspected the armor as she slipped them over her forearms.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Lycan Bracers of Ambushing Level 4

      

        

      
        Secondary Weapon System - Bracers

        Damage Reflection - 25% of all Damage Intercepted (Upon Shifting, Damage Reflection converts to 10% of all Damage Received - Full Body Protection)

        Damage Type - N/A - Defensive

        Attack Speed - N/A - Function Affected by Dexterity

        Mods: Form-fitting, Hidden Threat, First Blood
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        * * *

      

      Gemma held up her arms, letting the sun reflect off of the soul steel bracers. Smiling, she explained the mods. “Form-fitting lets me transform, and the bracers will shift with me!” Not even waiting to describe the other two, she took a few steps back then burst into flames. Her tiger form contorted into shape, and she held up her front paws one at a time. A streak of silver fur curled around each of her forelegs, running up her shoulders and down her sides.

      “That is gangster! Love it, Gemma. What do the others do?” Cade asked.

      The woman shifted back, still staring down at her forearms. “Hidden Threat allows for increased stealth when specifically setting an ambush. The best part is that it affects an entire ambush site, up to fifty feet by fifty feet, enemies within will be less likely to discover an impending ambush. And First Blood makes my first attack from an ambush triple damage. It says nothing about ranged or melee attacks, so I think my bow will count!”

      The implications of the deadly upgrades all of them were receiving made Cade’s mind spin. Suddenly, making an assault on Tanrial might not be so far away. If not for the disadvantage of numbers, he might suggest they go immediately.

      It was Ketzal’s turn next, Cade insisting several times that he would be happy with whatever she left behind.

      He was surprised when the woman immediately went for the bulkier shield. She lifted it up and seemed to stare into the space before her, no doubt reading off of her UVS. The demoness bounced in place a moment then held it aloft. “This one is mine then!”

      “A shield? I did not picture you as the warrior type?” Satemi said, not trying to be insulting but honestly curious.

      Ketzal shook her head, horns flashing gold in the sun. “You must see it to understand. This will help Bellows as much as me.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Faith Guard’s Bulwark Shield Level 6

      

        

      
        Secondary Weapon System

        Damage Reflection - 80% of all Damage Intercepted

        Damage Type - N/A - Defensive

        Attack Speed - N/A - Function Affected by Wisdom

        Mods: Brick Bones (Corrupted), Dauntless Block, Wall of Faith (Corrupted), Stamina Restore, Bulwark’s Blessing
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        * * *

      

      The demoness told the group exactly how cool her new shield was. Starting with Bulwark’s Blessing, Ketzal explained that she was able to erect a shield of mana that protected her as well as everyone in her party within twenty feet. It only blocked 20% incoming damage, but considering she could apply it to Bellows himself, the advantage would be remarkable.

      “Dauntless Block is great too, but will only help me. It blocks a single attack, reducing all of its damage to zero, and even works on skills. The Stamina Restore should be helpful too. I can target a single ally and greatly restore their stamina. That same party member can’t be restored more than once in a day, but imagine, we could ride Bellows at a near sprint for an hour. Then I could use the skill, and he’d be fresh as spring rain again.”

      Cade marveled at the woman’s lovely face when she spoke, watching her lips move and articulate each thought. What struck home though, what made him want to stand up and kiss the woman, was how she’d thought almost exclusively of others when selecting her weapon.

      Ketzal sat back down, resting her shield against her shin. “Your turn, Cade. It’s only the ring, but why don’t you try it on and tell us what it does. I didn’t even look.”

      “Well I did, but I honestly don’t know what it means,” Satemi admitted. “We might need to ask Pablo to explain.”

      Striding forward, Cade picked up the ring and slid it on his finger. Then his eyes went wide. “It’s a weapon!” He chuckled malevolently, pointed his fist toward a stump, ring outward, and willed it to activate. A fist-sized ball of power shot out and slammed into the wood. It didn’t explode, but rather sunk in and ate away at the wood slowly, almost as if it were acid.

      He inspected the item, excited to see the rest of its details.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Defender’s Ring of Manipulation Level 4

      

        

      
        Primary Weapon System - Force Ring

        Base Damage - 80% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Magical

        Attack Speed - Instant

        Recharge Rate: 32 seconds (Intelligencescore 18)

        Mods: Shield Bend, Mana Sponge, Force Blast (Corrupted)
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        * * *

      

      “Okay, so Shield Bend is weird. It says that I can shift or reshape any existing mana shield. I’ll bet whoever had this item chose a class specifically designed to defend Tanrial’s force shield. How insane is that?” he explained, tempted to send another blast out of his fist. He still had more time left before it was recharged however. “Huh, and Mana Sponge is honestly even stranger. I don’t know exactly what it means. I’ll read it word for word.

      

      “Mana Sponge: Allows wearer to absorb ambient or concentrated mana. This effect may deprive another of using a particular weapon or skill as well as increase the rate of recharge for primary weapon system. 1-hour Cooldown.”

      

      Closing his UVS, Cade looked around him, a bit dumbfounded. “What do you think? So like, if Minda uses her dagger-summoning skill, I can use Mana Sponge to steal the mana powering her skill? Useful, but odd.”

      Suddenly, Ketzal stood up in a rush, kicking over her shield. Her mouth was open, eyes wide. Rather than explain her revelation, she called out to their demon helper. “Pablo! Come quick!”

      The purple demon formed in the air above the fire. In a lazy voice, he asked, “What do you need, young demon? I was retelling the story of my battle before an audience of peers.”

      She flapped her hands at Pablo, a gesture which reminded Cade very much of an impatient wife. “Hush now. I’m over five hundred years old. Besides, who really cares, Pablo? Look at Cade’s new ring. And please, tell me it means what I think.”

      Pablo eyed the woman suspiciously, and Cade knew he was about to argue that five hundred was very young compared to five thousand. Cade was wondering if he was okay with sleeping with an ancient-ass grandma like Ketzal, but considering her banging hips and epic thighs, he figured he could make an exception.

      Then the demon gasped as she had. “Yes! Caderick, don’t you see? This item may be able to cure your friend Sholl. Try it at once. Worst-case scenario is his condition won’t change at all.”

      The group ran to Sholl’s tent, Cade in the lead, and opened the flap. Inside, the reptilian man was as pale as a fallen leaf. All hint of crimson had been leached from his scales, and only a bit of yellow remained. His chest rose and fell haltingly. It was quite apparent, the man was dying. In the center of his chest, a festering group of boils clustered, each glowing with the faint blue of concentrated mana.

      Sighing, Cade held up his ring, closed his eyes, and triggered Mana Sponge.

      A wave of cold power swept into his fist and traveled up his arm. He shivered and opened his eyes. As he watched, he heard gasps behind him, echoing his own. Threads of blue mana continued to pull free of Sholl’s sternum. In a few more seconds, the ring pulsed once, then it was over.

      The boils remained, but the mana that burned within them had vanished.

      “Move aside, Cade! Quick!” Minda hissed. She ducked around him and was tipping a Health Tincture into Sholl’s mouth. A thread of color wound its way into the lizard man’s face. He coughed a few times and opened his eyes.

      “What happened? I feel… different?” Sholl said, still weak but eyes clear of pain for the first time since they’d helped him remove his shattered armor.

      Cade activated Restoration of the Grove next, and Sholl inhaled deeply, yellow and orange flushing his scales. He sat up, smiling and rubbed at his face.

      “We found an item that absorbed the mana from your body. You are healed, Sholl!” Ketzal explained, pulling him into a firm hug.

      Minda shoo’d everyone away, giving out commands for jungle wine and platters of fruit to be prepared. Then as Cade walked away, dumbfounded and relieved, he chuckled to himself as the beastkin woman fussed over Sholl’s amplified recovery. Herbs were shoved in his mouth along with a second Health Tincture.

      Feeling still in shock, Cade sat down on a log bench heavily. He wasn’t sure what to do, but was just grateful that the single guard they’d saved from Vormer’s influence wasn’t going to die, not outside of some future event at least.

      Then Satemi slapped him hard on the back. “Get up, Cade! We will drink tonight, and heavily. You should let your worries go. After all, you’re to bed your new wife!”

      The woman took a deep swig of the strong wine then handed him the skin. She watched until he too tipped back his head and drank. She laughed, loud and brazen, and though he laughed with her, his response was due as much to the absurd luck and joy of having saved Sholl’s life as it was to the nerves he felt when his eyes locked with Gemma’s, standing across the blazing fire with a smile on her face and hunger in her eyes.
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      Breakfast was awkward and broken only by stifled giggles. Cade let the women have their fun though. In such a short time, he was already growing accustomed to the complete lack of privacy that huts and hide tents provided.

      Gemma, at least, seemed quite satisfied. She sat down near Minda and said in a proud voice, “Did you hear? I had my first orgasm with a partner last night. It was everything I expected and more.”

      Satemi lost all sense of composure as Cade just sighed. Yet another part of him was pleased that Gemma felt comfortable enough to discuss such matters with her… what? Freaking sister wives? This whole situation has gotten very strange, he said to himself while swallowing the last of his meal. At least Sholl isn’t vying to get into the mix. Him and Pablo will have to be my back up.

      “What are your plans today, Satemi? Any new structures planned out?” he asked, relying on the woman’s pragmatism to put an end to the subtle teasing.

      Sure enough, though she kept wearing her shit-eating grin, she answered. “Perhaps, but I was hoping to do something with the Silver Guard’s armor. We have a pile of useful steel in the storage hut and no way to use them. I had some ideas on how to change that.”

      Cade’s brows perked up. “Really? How so? I don’t think we could get our fire hot enough even if we burned down half our grove of trees. Although, maybe I could mix enough combustible powder and somehow feed it into the flames? Seems risky though.”

      “Actually, I thought your wife might be of use. Gemma, I am very curious to know, how hot can you make your flames?”

      Gemma grew quiet, her lips pursed and eyes pensive. “I can increase the rate at which I burn away my ether… my mana I mean. By doing so, my flames will burn brighter. Why do you ask?”

      Cade laughed, shaking his head, impressed by Satemi’s idea even though it hadn’t been fully explained. He looked to Gemma, beating Satemi to the punch. “Let’s hope it is hot enough to melt Tanrial-forged steel. If so, I think Satemi is going to make us all some shiny new toys.”

      They began cleaning up the meal, depositing a few bones into the fire pit and rinsing their mouths, when a familiar poof of purple demon appeared.

      “Everyone, gather about. I have an official announcement for Camp Casmeer!”

      Sholl rushed back to the dwindling fire, having already made it halfway up the hill to the waterfall. Minda and Gemma stopped their chatter and turned to listen. And Satemi fetched Ketzal who had walked down the hill to check on the boar.

      When they were all attending, Pablo looked at them all, and Cade knew the topic would not be pleasant. The demon was nervous.

      “As you know, I’ve been keeping an eye on Tanrial. With Aten’s influence, I haven’t been able to enter or view anything within the city itself. But, as of late last night, I have noticed effects, ripples if you will, of some arcane activity. I have no proof, but my suspicion is that Vormer is tampering with the portal once more. If I am correct, he is summoning the army you’ve all been so worried about.”

      Coming to an end of his short speech, the demon actually lifted up his small paws, scaled lizard paws today, gesturing for some kind of reaction.

      Satemi fell to cursing, and Gemma just looked confused. “Minda, will you explain to Gemma what she’s missed out on?”

      The beastkin cut the entire tale of Vormer’s usurpation of power and oppression of the citizens of Antinium into a single, epic sentence. “Vormer is the golden-scaled asshole who chased after you with his men, stole the only form of shelter in this world, then killed or attempted to control everyone around him in part by inviting evil and very deadly creatures into Antinium through the same portal you first came through.”

      Gemma nodded, accepting the statement in stride. Turning to Pablo, she confirmed. “And he is building an army of these beasts?”

      “I am afraid so.”

      “Then we must strike first,” she responded, cold and calculating.

      Satemi laughed, a hard and bitter sound. “I think you’re growing on me, Gemma. I agree. I know we’ve made fortifications, but we can always fall back if things go foul.”

      “There’s no way we’ll survive?” Minda said, her fists clenched with nerves.

      Cade shook his head. “No, there isn’t. But I agree we must do something. We need allies. I would ask the lockmen but they are not very strong, and I don’t even know if they can stay away from water so long. It would be a few days’ march, and that is when we get back to their lake.”

      “The spiders?” Gemma asked the group in general.

      Ketzal answered this time. “Maybe, but doubtful. They have only just found their homes again. And I do not know if we have the time to call upon their aid. I might have an idea though.”

      Everyone turned to the demoness, the once nearly broken woman who’d grown so much in such a short time. She swallowed her reserves and lifted her chin. “I never told you all that the Kotani Ma said to me. He is a leader of a strong clan of great apes. And he has no love for Vormer. He told me that he despises the great dome that shields the city, and that the lion of Tanrial has killed members of the Kotani tribe. That was part of why he let us go. I told him we defeated the lion.”

      An edgy hope began to rise in Cade’s chest. He cleared his throat. “And you think—”

      “Yes, Cade. I know it presents another risk all on its own, but I think we can convince them to raid the city with us. Although, we might need to fall back on bribery. Almost every phrase the ape used contained some form of fruit metaphor. They are like any other creature in Antinium. The Kotani eat, and they have their own particular tastes as well. Combine that with their leader’s desire for revenge…” Ketzal broke off, letting the rest of her plan speak for itself.

      “That is crazy, Ketzal. But I am for it. I say we try at least,” Satemi said, folding her arms and adopting full-on tactical think face.

      Minda offered up another potential problem, one that was staring Cade in the eyes as well. “What of the barrier? How can the apes get in?”

      “Shield Bend,” Pablo said, looking to Cade.

      He held up his hand, the ring glinting faintly in the morning sun. “You know more than I do, Pablo. We don’t have a shield to try it on. Will I be able to open the shield as well as reshape it?”

      “Yes, although it might take a bit of practice. That ring belonged to a Shield Warden, a rare class that hasn’t been popular in a very long time. You should be able to open up a hole big enough to allow even Bellows through.”

      Cade felt his face pull back into a savage grin. He laughed, feeling the thrill of a batty plan and a desperate situation coming together. “Well let’s fucking do it, guys. Today, we prepare to go to war. Tomorrow, we ride.”

      Satemi focused her attention on improving their saddle first. Sholl was strong enough to ride with them now, and the lizard man refused to be left out of the fray. He went with her to sort out the modification and addition of saddles, leaving Cade with the other three women.

      “Gemma, I know you might prefer to hunt, but I think you should go with Minda. You two need to harvest as many healing and beneficial herbs as possible. When that’s done, go and gather enough fruit to make a clan of psychotic gorillas go apeshit.”

      When they departed, Ketzal faced him, a sultry smile on her face. “You know, Cade. When you act all Chimera Lord, it makes me want to waste a day or two in the furs with you.”

      He felt his head spin for a moment, considering the prospect. What better way to plan a battle? Just fuck till your knees don’t work anymore. That will win the day. Smiling, he nodded. “I couldn’t agree more. But as you know, there’s a ton to do. Is there any way you can help me?”

      “What do you need? I have nothing else to do other than make sure Bellows is well fed tonight.”

      “I was hoping you could gather some moths.”

      Cade walked to his Alchemical Engineering hut. He wanted to make a few more bombs for their raid, but knew that his newest recipe might come in handy as well. Grinding out the raw ingredients first absorbed much of his time, and he felt rather than heard Ketzal enter the shop behind him. Sitting beside him, she found an empty bowl and deposited dozens of dead, white moths.

      “Wow, that is pretty gnarly. Good work though,” he said.

      “Yeah. It felt kinda sad killing them all, but Minda told me they’d only eat her plants anyway. What are they for?”

      He picked up the bowl of moths and then found a pestle nearby. Plucking off the moth wings two at a time, Cade explained. “A new potion called Draught of Might. If we all get some added Strength, I am sure it will help our assault. I was even considering just giving a bunch to Bellows. It might be incredible just to watch.”

      Ketzal was trying not to grimace, but couldn’t quite stop looking at the pile of worm-shaped moth bodies that Cade was tossing to the side of the hut. “Okay, just let me know what to do, and I guess I’ll help out.”

      So the two ground and mixed all the ingredients, combining them together in a viscous goo that looked more like the snot that came out of your nose after a long day of doing yard work than any Strength-enhancing potion. There was enough for six normal doses of the stuff as well as one mega dose for Bellows. Not wanting to waste any on experimentation, Cade put the boar’s portion in a spare waterskin, and the rest he corked in the same enchanted nut shells he used for the acid bombs.

      Storing it all into his Inventory for later distribution, Cade thought once more of the unused acid weapons. How exactly do you throw around acid and not have it be a danger to everyone? The question bugged him so much he eventually voiced it to Ketzal.

      “We should use them on the Silver Guards. If we do, they might just end up dying. But what about on the Shrine of Aten? It is carved of pure bone. The acid should eat away at it easily enough.”

      “Shrine of Aten? What are you talking about, and why haven’t you mentioned it before?”

      Ketzal chewed her lip a moment before explaining. “I did say that he made people swear fealty. In order to do so, that person has to bow before The Burning God under the shrine. Then Vormer can control them as he wishes. Some he keeps as mindless drones, the Silver Guard and a few other servants. Others, like me and those women you saw dancing, he allows to have their own minds. That is, until he feels further obedience is required.”

      Cade pushed away his urge to snap at the woman. She should have told them all sooner, but what they would have done with the information, most likely very little. Instead, he asked her where the shrine was located.

      “In a room deep below the city. It is directly below the portal, actually. It is in the room with the Town Interface and where Vormer keeps his Mana Shards.”

      “Fuzzy clams! That is damn convenient. The others are going to be so excited to hear this.”

      “Hear what?” Satemi asked, poking her head into the hut.

      Cade only grinned at her. Then they all headed outside for lunch and a rehashing of their burgeoning plan.

      After their noon meal, Satemi asked if she could borrow everyone for one final project. They all agreed, knowing the woman wouldn’t waste a minute of their precious time. She led them up to the stream, and the entire village spent an hour harvesting hundreds of pounds of clay.

      It was exhausting work, but Satemi explained her brilliant idea as they did so, and each of their imaginations churned with excitement, spurring the work on.

      Having gathered sufficient materials, the group dunked themselves in the pool and moved on to the next phase of their crafting endeavor. Satemi guided much of the work, and the process was slow, but when they were done, all were excited to see how the final product might turn out.

      Their primary crafter spent significantly more time forming a sort of basin and funnel also made of clay set on top of a raft of bound branches. It had a very primitive design, but as Cade examined it, he felt it just might function.

      Ready at last, Gemma was asked to stand near the basin, inside which was placed one of the Silver Guards’ breastplate. She placed both of her hands on the metal, and looking up to Satemi for approval, began heating the steel. Her eyes burned brighter, and the lines on her body lit up a flickering orange. The others looked on and watched as the metal turned bright yellow, softened, then suddenly lost its shape and splashed into the basin. Liquid metal poured through the funnel and down into the mold below.

      Gemma grinned, looking every bit as proud as she should feel. None of them had known the melting point of the Silver Guard’s armor, and even she didn’t know exactly how much heat she could produce. But the first real test of Satemi’s idea had proven effective.

      The group had prepared several of the molds in a row, the next a much smaller one. Cade and Sholl dragged the basin and funnel over a few feet, and lined it up with the next mold. Taking a single, heavy bracer, Gemma melted the piece of armor, and it drained away.

      They continued the process, filling the various molds Satemi had cleverly designed, and all hoping the results would be remarkable enough to justify destroying the precious armor. The risk though, seemed worthwhile. Only Cade and Sholl could fight effectively in the heavy plate, and even then, Cade felt more comfortable being able to move quicker and avoid being hit rather than rely on the steel for protection.

      One full suit was kept for Sholl, though he did ask Gemma to mark the breastplate by burning the center of it with her hand. Cade’s and Gemma’s scarred chests had become something of a sigil for Camp Casmeer, and Sholl wanted to stand out as one of them.

      Satemi also saved the chainmail shirts, the intricate links of which were too valuable to melt into slag. Half a dozen sets of the greaves and bracers were held back as well, and a few pairs of gauntlets. These last were chosen to assist in working with hot or volatile materials less so than with fighting. The rest though, all went into the molds, one at a time.

      The bank was steaming as hundreds of pounds of metal cooled at once. The process would take many hours on its own, so Cade and the others flaked off the upper portion of each mold, exposing the bright metal to the cool air. They didn’t splash it down with water for fear of making the steel brittle, but gave it time.

      The first of their creations that Satemi retrieved from the ground was the head of a newly formed hammer. It was small enough to fit into Cade’s palm, and after she cleaned the clay off of its sides, she slid the tapered branch through the hole in its center. After wedging it down as tight as she could, she held up her shiny new tool and grinned.

      Her first priority had been tools. They made five hammers, all slightly larger than the last. The biggest of the bunch was a proper sledge, and Cade knew that though his battle axe had a hammer affixed to its opposite edge, that this new tool would function a hundred times better.

      A few ladles were made as well as a proper cook pot. The pot was one of the most challenging molds they made as they didn’t want to have the metal simply puddle up in the clay. Minda formed a hollow, pot-shaped depression in the ground, and Satemi had taken some time to carve the end of a stump to fit inside the mold perfectly. That way, when the metal was poured in, it would be able to harden in the hollow, bowl shape of a pot.

      The rest of their items were simple though: a few flat blades for cooking or preparing meat; a set of small, matching bucklers for Satemi, each the size of a frisbee to attach to the back of her wrists; an entire row of thick, rectangular plates; and a few more innovative designs Satemi was excited to try out. In all, they’d spent nearly half the day forming various molds and less than half an hour melting and filling them. Gemma beamed with pride when she was done, knowing how invaluable her contribution to the village had been.

      When everything cooled, Ketzal called Bellows, having him stand as still as any massive boar could while they fitted him with a crude but functional set of plate armor.

      Satemi wound tough leather through the four holes set in each corner of the metal plates. And binding them together, covered first his chest, and then the boar’s flanks as well. Considering his great size, the plates looked more like scale mail, but Bellows wore it proudly. Best of all, though the web of interlocking armor would be enough to flatten any one of them, it was relatively light. He clanked around in a circle, proud as a pony, and didn’t seem to be affected by the weight at all.

      Though they were tired, Ketzal guided Cade and Minda as they wrestled with the improved saddle to get it to work on top of the new armor. It took dozens of small adjustments, but as the light was fading, they at last were successful.

      Removing it all took nearly as long, so Cade prepared dinner with the two women by the light of their fire, his head dizzy with fatigue and his stomach growling like a jaguar.

      Satemi had borrowed Sholl, who had chosen an Improvised Craftsman Occupation, to do some final work in her shop. The two were clambering around inside until Minda at last pounded on the door, angry the two hadn’t joined them all for dinner yet.

      At last, the workshop door swung open and Satemi stepped out, arms full of shiny, new toys.

      “I’ll eat, I promise. But first, Minda, would you like to try on your new and improved armor?”
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            (A)pples and (Ba)Naynays

          

        

      

    

    
      “How do I look? Be honest. I feel a bit ridiculous,” Ketzal said, turning around as she presented herself to the others, decked out in her full battle regalia.

      Minda assured her she looked fierce, and Satemi got creative with it. “You look like you could kill three men foolish enough to flirt with you. Oh, and your horns go well with the shield.”

      The demoness huffed out a cloud of frustration. “Really? Thank you, I just need to get used to it is all. The shield feels… well, not exactly bulky, but silly.”

      Taking pity on the woman, Cade felt it was a good time to boast. “Not only are you sexy enough to cause a traffic accident, but I wouldn’t fight you for a pile of gold and a keg of dark beer. Well, I might fight you for the beer, but you look damn serious, Ketzal.”

      She perked up a bit, trying to accept the compliments. Though Cade hadn’t picked up a new shield, he felt much the same. None of them had the luxury of a matching set of armor, unless you counted Sholl, and he loathed his former master’s garb more than all of them and for good reason.

      “Listen up, everyone. I know this is awkward, but if you need to, look at your new items’ stats. We are stronger now than we were yesterday. It doesn’t matter how we look or feel. Just know it is true and worth the price,” Cade said, hoping his words would not only bolster their flagging confidence but muster some enthusiasm as well.

      The villagers of Camp Casmeer weren’t all disappointed, however.

      Satemi couldn’t stop looking down at the flat discs of steel fastened to the back of her wrists. They were hardly large enough to call bucklers, but knowing her, she would be using them to block arrows and deflect blades in no time. The warrior was the most skilled among them for sure, and still the highest level. If anyone could ensure their victory over Vormer, it was her.

      She’d performed a small miracle with Sholl in their crafting endeavors last night. They’d used their new hammers and Cade’s axe to cut the chain mail shirts down to size. Each of them wore a sleeveless version under leather vests. The double reinforced armor was much lighter than the heavy plate the Silver Guard wore, and though it provided less protection, was a drastic improvement over what they were used to.

      Cade inspected his chainmail shirt, curious to see what kind of benefits it provided.
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        Modified Chainmail Vest

      

        

      
        Quality: Fine

      

        

      
        Description: Provides moderate reduction in slashing and piercing damage.
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      The moderate reduction in damage was good on its own, but added to the already-bolstered leather vest, and he would be one tough balloon to pop. The great spears the Silver Guard carried could do the trick though, so he didn’t feel anything close to invulnerable.

      Satemi, Minda, and Cade also wore a set of greaves, which protected their lower legs nicely, but still used the leather skirt-like armor for their thighs. It was an odd assortment, and it didn’t look exactly flattering, but function was their goal. The greaves felt strange to wear, especially as he was still running barefoot in this world. Still, he couldn’t deny that the armor provided some much needed protection.
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        Silver Guard Greaves

      

        

      
        Quality: Exquisite

      

        

      
        Description: Provides greater reduction in slashing, piercing, and blunt damage.
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      The added protection from blunt damage was the most remarkable aspect of the greaves, other than their sleek design perhaps. Knowing Vormer, he was most likely the one who’d insisted on the silver filigree and the black varnish inlay. But Cade was willing to put up with a little extravagance if it meant “greater” reduction in damage. Another part of him, tucked deep inside and not at all okay with admitting it openly, thought they made him look pretty damn cool.

      Ketzal had the same get-up along with the modified breastplate she’d worn from Tanrial, tall leather boots and a less bulky version of the greaves. Adding in the shield held in her offhand, golden whip in her right, she looked properly fierce.

      Gemma wore skin and more skin, but kept admiring her two bracers anyhow. Wearing anything at all was a new experience for her.

      The recently recovered Sholl had put on his old armor once more minus the creepy face mask. Those had all been melted down at his request, symbols too painful to bear looking at any longer. Since his own breastplate had shattered, he took one off of the others that was approximately the same size. The only challenging part was removing the depleted Mana Shard and deadly spike Vormer had installed that had ensured the other guards were dead.

      None looked quite so fierce and proud as Bellows though. He trotted up the hill, armor clanging against his body slightly. The metal plates made the otherwise grubby-looking boar much more attractive, as did the set of twisting horns that had begun to grow from the top of his head. Soon, the beast would be all tusk and horn, capable of killing even the Kotani Ma should the ape find himself at the pointy end of the bony protrusions.

      Their updated saddle was clever if not complex. Cade still sat just behind the shoulder, but now Gemma sat in Ketzal’s old seat. The demoness rode in a much improved saddle over Bellows’ neck, stirrups hanging down to either side to help her keep her balance.

      Minda and Satemi would ride to either side, as before, but this time Satemi had the foresight to install a good deal more leather padding to make the trip less abrasive. And Sholl, last of all, would be riding above the boar’s smelly ass. He didn’t complain about his positioning, and tactically, it was a smart move. His feet dangled down to either side of Bellows’ ropey tail, so he could quite literally watch their rear. With two spears in hand, the lizard man was ready for war.

      One of the more clever innovations of the previous day’s smelting project were the hoof spurs Bellows wore. Above each hoof was a circlet of steel, a sharp spike jutting back and to the side. He’d already been known for throwing kicks when angry or in combat. Now he’d have daggers attached to his feet as well.

      The group left as soon as the sun began to light the sky, and when they passed by the Earthen Apes, the poor beasts were so frightened they didn’t even make a sound of protest. The metallic war boar was impressive to look at, but the added noise of their passage might have had more to do with the notable change.

      Checking his map, Cade saw the location Pablo had highlighted. They were heading to the Waterfall District, and then up and around the cliffs to where the rivers nearly joined. It was only a few hours’ journey, but they all wanted a head start on the day. It would most likely end dramatically, whether for good or for worse. None were excited to confront the apes, but the plan still seemed likely to prove their best option.

      Their trip through the forest proved significantly more stressful this time around. No more counting on the quiet slip and shift of leather and hide. The racket that the boar’s plate mail made sent animals scattering in all directions, and after an hour, Cade’s mind was numb with the overdose of sensations. Memories of turbine engines and crackling radios buzzing in the background as he tore through street after street, Stryker-back, in search for an enemy that never quite presented itself ran through his mind.

      Still, they made good time, and it wasn’t quite noon by the time they’d located the trail that wove up and around the rocky slopes leading to the top of the waterfalls.

      The constant roar of the falls muted the racket of their approach until, at last, they crested the summit. What view met them as they did so was enough to make Cade gasp.

      Three rivers running away into the distance, scattered patches of thinning jungle grew between them, and islands lush and green dotted the landscape. It was a bizarre sight and reminded Cade of the Mississippi River. He’d been lucky enough to see it once. The locals didn’t have much to say about the vast waterway, but when he visited its endless, muddy banks, the memory stuck. It was like any other river, he thought. Perhaps a hundred feet wide and flowing past at a sluggish pace.

      “It isn’t so big,” he’d told his friend he was staying with.

      They had laughed, shaking their heads then taking a pull on their beer. “Don’t be a dumbass. That’s just an island out there. More river on the other side too.”

      The challenge of this prospect had blown his mind, and later that night, he’d gone and looked up aerial shots. The river was a behemoth of a thing.

      Something similar was occurring here, but perhaps in even grander scale. Three rivers joined to form the great falls, and their paths crossed and collided half a dozen times before joining in the vast cascade of the Waterfall District.

      Behind it all, the Borman Mountains rose up like angry giants. The contrast between the blue and green below and the browns and whites of the mountains above was breathtaking.

      Bellows was forced to slow considerably as the ground turned wet and unstable. Ketzal kept him to a hardened trail formed, if Cade had to guess, by the Kotani tribe itself. After another hour, the group passed through a dense patch of forest that opened up into a wide canyon. The map marker lay just ahead, and yet Cade still couldn’t see a single ape.

      He asked Ketzal to stop them, and they all dismounted. Cade led the group up on foot, and after another mile the canyon ended as a tall ring of stone wrapped around. Huge holes had been burrowed into the rock, which had the look of limestone. Implements of a crude society were everywhere. Basic stone tools, what looked like a doll made of jaguar skin, and a line of woven sticks atop which hung clusters of fruit.

      Then from all around them, emerging from the holes in the stone or out of the foliage that ringed the canyon, the Kotani apes showed themselves.

      A heavy figure pounded toward them from the rear, and Cade had no trouble guessing who was about to wreck their party. Turning on his heels, hands remaining steady at his sides, Cade beheld the raw power of the Kotani Ma. The ape charged, and Bellows reacted by digging in his hooves and preparing to attack. But Ketzal kept him in place, and soon the great ape halted himself.

      Fuming and chuffing up a storm, the beast at once began to converse with Ketzal. By his movements and the sound of his words, he wasn’t at all happy to see them. But he was talking instead of attacking. So while Ketzal replied as politely as she could, Cade took a moment to inspect the beasts around him.

      Their leader was nearly double the size of the rest, making their males still easily much larger and more powerful than the Earthen Apes. The females, smaller still, seemed fully capable of thrashing Cade all on their own.

      A few young apes played with a round stone, tumbling it along the ground, making the fifty-pound stone look like the toy it was to them.

      This had better go well, Cade thought. If not, we might end up finding out whether or not they eat meat as well as fruit.

      Hearing Ketzal sigh in frustration, he called out to her. “What’s wrong? If there’s going to be a fight, try to give us a heads up at least.”

      The demoness waved him away, but answered nonetheless. “He wishes us to leave. I can’t get very far yet, and haven’t even asked about the battle yet.”

      Taking a risk, Cade strode up beside her and held out his hands. Then he deposited every last piece of fruit he’d brought with him. A veritable hoard of plantains, clusters of grapes, and a mountain of wild melons and seedpods crashed to the ground. This caused the Kotani Ma to take a step back in surprise. Seeing the offered fruit, however, seemed to cool the beast’s temper.

      Cade picked up a plantain and peeled open its rind. He took a big bite, then bowed low, gesturing with his arm that the rest was for the Kotani. He walked back to where he’d stood before, and had the satisfaction of seeing the resulting conversation progress much smoother than before.

      After half an hour of patient communication, the Kotani Ma waved at a group of apes nearby and they rumbled forward and retrieved the offering of food. Cade saw Minda and Satemi smiling as the fruit was passed through the ranks of gathered apes, some being stored in caves, and more finding its way into the mouths of their new allies.

      Yet when Ketzal turned around, he noticed the expression she wore. It looked like the Kotani Ma had asked her hand in marriage, or would otherwise require a blood sacrifice.

      “Jesus, Ketzal. What happened? Isn’t it good that they took the fruit?”

      The demoness looked confused. “What does Jesus have to do with this. He died a long time ago, Cade. No, they have agreed to shelter us for the night, have even agreed to accompany us on the raid tomorrow morning. But they have two conditions.”

      “And?” Cade asked, his voice faltering as a pit of fear opened up in his gut.

      “His first request was for a shared right in the spoils of Tanrial. They want access to some of the fruit that grows there. Apparently, long ago, they used to trade with the people who lived in Tanrial, and many of their most sacred fruits can only be obtained there. He also said there was an item stolen from their tribe by Vormer. I don’t know exactly what it is, something sacred or holy, he said. I think it is a bone perhaps.”

      “That is fine. No big deal. Done. But what else, Ketzal? Why do you look like you’ve swallowed a live eel?”

      “Because the Kotani Ma has issued a challenge. He explained that he cannot fight beside you unless you prove your strength. He said that since you are so small and weak, you will face his youngest son, little more than a baby. You must fight the ape barehanded.”

      Cade laughed, thinking the notion completely absurd. Having his weapons in hand, sure, Cade could probably take on all but the largest of the apes. A male ape ran up after having been called by his father. The son of the Kotani Ma stood on his haunches, as tall as Cade was even sitting down, and not a nickel less than four hundred pounds.

      He stared the ape in the eyes, seeing the same keen intellect that possessed the Kotani Ma. This would not be an easy fight, even if he could somehow trick the beast.

      Sighing, Cade unslung his axe first, setting the weapon down on the ground, then unfastened the top strap of his armor.

      “What’s happening?” Satemi asked, walking up to where Cade was undressing.

      He shook his head, not even wanting to say the words out loud. “Help me get out of my dress, Satemi,” Cade said, not able to prevent the sarcasm from taking over. “You’ll need to hold my heels too. Apparently, I have to kick that ugly bitch’s ass.”
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      Bare-chested, hands trembling from a gut-wrenching amount of adrenaline coursing through his body, Cade faced a wall of flesh and sinew. Chandi, the Kotani Ma’s cute little apple fallen very close to the family tree, was a four-hundred-pound Kotani Ape, their version of an adolescent, and a terrifying sight so close up.

      Cade had deposited his armor and clothing down to his long pants. Feeling so exposed, so close to a creature whose fangs were as long as his fingers, didn’t make him feel at all confident.

      Yet he had some hope. The Draught of Might he’d chugged had more of an effect than he’d anticipated. It tasted like snot, but as soon as it reached his gut, a river of power began churning in Cade’s body. He checked his Attributes on his character sheet and noticed his Strength had increased by 50%. He now had a whopping 22 points in the Attribute, and he felt he could pull up a tree by its roots. It wasn’t enough to make him feel happy about man-wrestling Chandi though. He just hoped it would be enough to even the scales.

      Chandi lifted his long arms out away from his body, staring into Cade’s eyes with unwavering determination. An elderly Kotani hobbled up with two shells of what looked like paint. A bright-white substance was smeared over Chandi’s body, highlighting his brow, cheek bones and the ridge of his nose. Then more was spread across his bulging chest and rounded gut. Aside from the traditional gorilla body, the “nice young man” Cade was about to fight had the same long claws at the end of his hands, and up close, Cade noted plates of bone armor running down his shoulders and arms. Fur grew in long tufts that hid the natural armor well, but Cade was sure that if he got clocked with a single monkey strike, he was done for.

      Cade was terrified to do so, but inspected his foe anyhow. He had to remain professional. Knowing what level this creature was might be helpful.
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        Kotani Ape (Chandi)

        Level 8

        Apex Predator Fauna
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        * * *

      

      That’s fucking great. Nothing like fighting a creature that is higher level than you are. Why not have it be an Apex Predator?

      Cade shook his head, trying to clear his mind and prepare for the fight. He knew this thing would be stronger, even with the Draught of Might doing its best to yoke him out. The potion had a ten-minute duration, so when the old Kotani came toward him with the paint, he too held up his arms to present himself willingly.

      A yellow paint was smeared over Cade’s face and body, and then the elder left them.

      In the center of the village, Cade and Chandi stood surrounded by the apes’ homes, their hulking leader standing above them on top of the largest cave, which presumably belonged to him.

      Raising his arms, the Kotani Ma silenced the village, and all stood still to listen to him speak. Again, the same odd language was produced along with a varied system of physical movements. Cade closed his eyes, prepared to ignore the speech until Ketzal walked up and started translating for him.

      “Okay, so literal translation isn’t really possible. But he is talking about the strength of the tribe. Strong like stones and like great trees. His strength is greatest. Of course he would say that. And then this last bit is a long-winded description of his son’s growing strength. He hopes he will be powerful enough to take his position as Kotani Ma, I think,” Ketzal said, resting a hand on Cade’s back.

      Having the demoness close was comforting. Her words calmed him and helped prepare him for the storm to come.

      She shook her head, then added, “Oh, okay. This next bit is about you. He thinks you are very weak and small, and yet respects how you have taken many mates. He… yes, he really likes Bellows. I think that’s what saved our lives all this time. Calls him mountain pig or hill boar, something like that, and boasts that their tribe will breed him to their herd. Gods, I hope he doesn’t mean that how I think he does. Apes and pigs just shouldn’t…”

      Ketzal broke off, turning her head around. Then she sighed. “Thank God. The Kotani keep the Brimstone Boar as pets. So no weird interspecies acts happening today, though I do think Bellows might be getting some attention.”

      Cade would have laughed, but the combination of anxiety and the viscous draught he’d swallowed had him feeling queasy.

      The demoness patted him on the back, and said one last bit of encouragement. “Good luck, Cade. Their leader claims this is a death match, but has hinted more than once that whoever loses will be treated with respect as well. It will end when one of you is unconscious. You will be fine, just use your head.”

      Planting a kiss on his painted cheek, Ketzal strode away, and the crowd hushed. How am I going to know when the bout begins? Cade wondered. No sooner had the thought crossed his mind when a massive gourd smashed into the ground before him. Chandi roared and exploded toward him.

      Predictably, the beast used his armored arms as long clubs, flailing his bulk toward Cade. He dove away to the side, dodging the initial onslaught, and only receiving a grazing blow.

      Faster. Got to be faster, Cade. As the ape turned to renew his attack, Cade cried out his Alpha’s Call. At once, more power and strength flushed through him, and he felt more prepared than ever. He held off on Wyrm’s Wrath for it seemed certain he would be receiving quite a bit of damage from the fight. Exacerbating those wounds, especially so early in the match, was idiocy.

      His call acted like a challenge, and Chandi’s anger flared. The bastard probably thinks I was taunting him. Like I would do that, Cade mused, then realized it was most likely his best option.

      Cade dodged more of the hammer strikes, feeling the ground tremble slightly when the beast’s fists landed. Three attacks successfully dodged, and Chandi shifted to the right, smashing his shoulder into Cade’s chest.

      His nose struck bone as well, and Cade tumbled back, blood bursting from his face and his sternum aching.

      The ape waited, expecting the fight to already be over. But when Cade stood up, then boldly—or foolishly—taunted him by throwing up his arms and screaming, Chandi properly flipped. Pounding the soil between them in an impotent tantrum, the Kotani Ape activated a skill. His arms shone with green energy that crawled over him like worms.

      The beast resumed his assault, and this time, reaching vines stretched out toward Cade with every strike. A quick swipe of his claws left bleeding furrows across Cade’s belly, and the energy vines leapt off and dug into Cade’s flesh. He thought to use Restoration of the Grove or even Shroom Shield to block the next blow, but those skills were linked to his buckler.

      Instead, he relied on the traits he’d gained from leveling. When Chandi swung at him again, this time with an overhead blow that might very well have killed him, he ducked below it and triggered Spider’s Kiss. Not having a weapon had an odd effect. Impulsively, his hand snapped out like a blade, his fingers jabbing into the ribs of the ape.

      A purple light burst between them, and though his hand ached from the contact, he’d somehow poisoned his foe. Chandi slunk away a few steps, shaking his head. The beast’s incredible immune system was most likely fighting to resist the venom. Cade wasn’t going to wait around to find out what would happen next.

      He rushed in, using Wyrm’s Wrath, and used the increased speed to easily avoid Chandi’s other attacks. Cade dropped Culling the Pack, his fist rocketing out and slamming the ape in the side of his gut. Again, the ape was affected, this time his speed slowing further.

      It was time to get serious. His foe has two speed reduction buffs and he had the opposite. Charging forward, Cade lashed out with his fists. The first punch was blocked by the ape’s forearm, and the next he snaked up and landed on the beast’s temple. A loud crack resounded, pain flaring in his fist. He’d broken at least one finger.

      No more fists, dumbass, Cade chastised himself. Instead, he fell into the kickboxing form he’d studied for a time. He wasn’t particularly good at the blocking or the many articulate attacks that came with long study, but his low kicks were devastating. Cade slammed the ape in his leg, the attack coming as a surprise. With their short legs and insanely powerful arms, the apes didn’t consider the legs to be primary weapons.

      Another few kicks and the ape caught on to the fact that he was getting his ass kicked.

      Cade switched sides, hoping to land a kick to Chandi’s ribs, but the ape caught his leg and bulled forward.

      In a surprisingly skilled takedown, Cade found himself being crushed by his foe’s bulky body.

      For a few moments, Cade could do nothing but cover his face with his forearms, receiving a barrage of pounding attacks. He was bruised and thrashed about, but the ape lacked precision. Wrapping his legs around the beast, Cade fell into the familiar world of BJJ. Why the fuck not? Take it to the ground? Yes please.

      He’d always been more comfortable on the ground. He lacked the insight and lightning reflexes to be a striker, but when even huge opponents took him down, Cade had proven he was a hard nut to crack.

      When Chandi lifted up one last time, Cade moved to the side, letting the ape’s arms land on the ground beside him. He used the moment to shove the beast away, and yet cling on with his legs. The move resulted in Cade gaining top mount. It was a lucky attempt. Only Chandi’s raw aggression had given him the advantage.

      Using his final trick, Cade activated Earthen Assault for the first time. He felt his arms grow rigid and heavy with mana-forged stone. And even while Chandi tried to throw him off, Cade gripped the ape with his thighs and let it mother fucking rain. A storm of elbows fell on Chandi’s face and chest. Cade used his enhanced Strength, improved speed, and stone-covered arms to great effect.

      Most of the attacks were blocked, bone meeting stone in loud cracks. Yet a few made their way through the ape’s guard. The final landing on the corner of Chandi’s crown, brighter blood pooling instantly.

      The end was within reach, and Cade saw fear in his opponent’s eyes. Uncertainly warred with outrage, but fear won out. Chandi used all of his might to twist around and attempt to pull away.

      Go ahead. Give me your back, Cade chuckled. Only an idiot who’d never gone to the ground in a fight would make such a rookie error.

      Like the badass spider-blessed mother fucker he was, Cade let the ape turn away and scrambled onto his back. In a flash, Cade had his arm around Chandi’s throat, his legs wrapped around his back. Chandi thrashed and rolled to the ground, crushing Cade’s body. But this was part of the treatment. Cade sunk his arm in tighter, wedging the other over Chandi’s opposite shoulder and wedging his fist up.

      Rear naked choke bitch, Cade thought, ducking his head into Chandi’s back as the ape reached back and clawed at him with terrifying claws.

      For a few moments, Cade wasn’t sure if his choke hold would be enough. The ape’s neck was so strong and thick it seemed impossible to wedge. Taking a risk, he released his opposite arm and chopped upward into Chandi’s nose. The precise attack caused the ape to lift his head in surprise. Then like a constrictor, and thinking of his good friend Pablo, Cade wrapped his arm tighter, renewing his choke hold and arching his back with all his strength.

      Though Chandi continued to wheeze and thrashed his body, his long claws tearing gashes into the top of Cade’s head, the fight was already over.

      In a handful of seconds, the ape weakened. He rolled over and tried to walk away on his fists, but all of the effort and the lack of blood to his brain caused the great and powerful Chandi to slump forward, passing out into the mud.

      Cade released his hold, arms aching and blood running down his face in a fountain.

      A second later, after taking a huge breath, Chandi turned and jumped toward Cade. Cade was exhausted, and he knew his buffs were fading or gone already. Expecting to be struck down, he was as surprised as Chandi was when the Kotani Ma himself landed between them, his huge hand out to blunt his son’s attack.

      The fight was over, and when the Kotani Ma looked Cade in the eyes, there was a well of rage boiling there. Yet beneath it all was a growing and undeniable respect.

      Chandi was a sore loser if there ever was one. The ape wouldn’t look at Cade or acknowledge his defeat even after his father announced the bout was over. When Cade picked up his buckler and used Restoration of the Grove, however, and Chandi’s wounds closed, the bruises of battle fading, he at last earned the ape’s friendship.

      After that, the big guy wouldn’t leave Cade alone. A Kotani party was ordered, the fervor of which was increased when the other villagers of Camp Casmeer deposited their own stores of fruit, hundreds of pounds of food, before the ape chieftain.

      The Kotani weren’t sophisticated enough to make instruments, but a few of them made their way into one of the caves. A massive, dried log lay within, and sure as shit, they started pounding on it and producing a primitive but catchy song. Again, Cade had the pleasure of seeing the women of his village dance. Although, lacking the encouragement of good wine, Satemi declined, preferring instead to observe the festivities.

      Cade was given a place of honor beside Chandi, and both of them were painted once more. Then the most awkward part of their trip occurred, at least to Cade. Chandi came up to him with a young and gorgeous Kotani female. The ape presented herself to him in the style that most mammals adopt, her rump swollen and eager. It was a most flattering gesture, but Cade politely refused. The female ape was confused and angry, but after Ketzal spoke at great length, the ape finally left him be.

      “What the hell did you say?” he asked, wondering what had caused the dramatic shift in the ape’s behavior.

      Ketzal smiled, her face wincing somewhat. “I might have mentioned that you have a disease. Sorry. Still, now you don’t have to mount an ape. There’s that.”

      Cade laughed, the entire situation growing so absurd in his mind he couldn’t help it.

      As the day began to fade, the apes encouraged Cade and his friends to come with them into a very special cave. Entering first, Cade’s nose picked out the treat they were in for. The sour twang of fermenting fruit was everywhere, and when he saw the carved basins filled with mashed fruit pulp and bubbling water, he was less than excited.

      Being the gracious guest he was though, and already having refused the tribe’s beauty, Cade got down on his hands and knees and drank alongside Chandi.

      It was strong, and soon Cade was drunk, the night slowly spinning around him. Things might have gone south had Minda not found him and forced him to drink a Health Tincture. The medicine helped him sober a bit, enough to enjoy himself at least.

      The apes celebrated the reformation of an old and shattered pact they’d once held with the humans of Tanrial. The Kotani Ma spoke at great length with Cade, again emphasizing that the apes would be granted permission to raid the city’s gardens for fruit and seed. And he wanted to have back the relic that was stolen.

      “Of course. You may take what your village needs. We only wish to free those who have been taken over by Vormer,” Cade answered, then asked Ketzal to explain their intention further. It would not do to unleash a pack of powerful Kotani Apes on Tanrial and having all of the Silver Guard and the rest of Vormer’s slaves killed in the effort.

      The great leader understood though, and agreed that they would attempt to subdue those that fought against them on the following day. He would tell his warriors to disarm the men and remove their masks when possible. Yet they all understood that battle was a fierce and unpredictable beast. Lives would be lost, on both sides, and it was simply unavoidable.

      After the music had ceased, and the apes began to find their places for the night, Camp Casmeer was offered a cave of their own. Grateful for the easy shelter, everyone threw out furs they’d stored in the Inventory and prepared for a good night’s rest.

      A loud commotion made Cade sit up and take a look out of the cave. Sure enough, Bellows had found a friend. A lovely female boar was clacking her tusks against his. The two flirted in the way that Brimstone Boars do until she was convinced she’d won him over. Then in a flurry of limbs, she rushed out of camp, Bellows hot on her heels.

      Cade laughed, happy his silly friend had found companionship. It was a good thing, letting the boar indulge, for there were no promises on the morrow. Battle was ahead, and even though Cade felt confident that this newly forged alliance might prove sufficient to win the day, there was no telling which of them might not survive the attack.

      So he watched Bellows disappear into the gloom, only hoping the boar would wander back in time for their morning march.
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      Riding atop a tank-sized boar, surrounded by powerful women strung head to toe with weapons, and leading a caravan of massive and deadly apes wasn’t an experience Cade thought he’d have in his life. Yet when he looked back and saw the Kotani Ma pulling up the rear, his twenty hardened warriors in tow, he felt this was an accomplishment worth remembering.

      “We’re approaching the barrier,” Ketzal said over her shoulder. The tension in her voice made it obvious she was nervous, but not once had the woman shown reluctance to reenter Tanrial. She’d transformed quickly while in the presence of those who respected and supported her. Gone was the simpering woman quick to lower her eyes. In her place was a Beast Caller who barked a command to Bellows, slowing him to a halt. “Stabit!”

      The boar obeyed, diligent as ever, and Cade dismounted then held up a hand to help Ketzal do the same. They were going to ride into battle, sure, but there was the matter of the barrier to deal with first. Cade just hoped it wasn’t too difficult to figure out.

      As they waited for their allies to approach, Cade noticed something odd about the air. It felt charged, thick and humid, and more than what was normal for the jungle. Then as he was about to mention it to Satemi, a curling finger of mana sparked in the air before his eyes.

      “Ether storm!” Satemi shouted. “We need to hurry! Cade, get your ring working. If we are caught out here without shelter, all will be lost!”

      The apes coming closer noticed it as well. All around them, filaments of mana pulsed and popped around them. It was as if the air itself were about to discharge a great blast of power. The Kotani Ma barked orders, and the apes sped up, falling into a scrambling run.

      Knowing they were all heading toward him and his supposed manipulation of the barrier, he ran forward and shouted out to Pablo. Forming as his familiar dragon shape, Pablo looked around him in concern. “You have a few minutes until this entire area explodes with excess mana. The ether storm is near upon you, Cade.”

      “I know. And I need help figuring out how to use my skill. It has a ten-minute Cooldown. If I screw this up, the apes will be trapped out here.”

      Pablo huffed, eyes looking around in anxiety. “I don’t know how, Cade. Just calm down, concentrate, and mentally activate the skill like you do with anything else. When it begins to work, just don’t release it until you’ve figured out the desired result.”

      “Vague as fuck, Pablo. But okay,” Cade grumbled and held out his fist pointed at the barrier. The skill was right there, as easy to trigger as Shroom Shield or Culling of the Pack. Focusing his mind, Cade activated Shield Bend. A thread of light leapt from his ring and touched the barrier. His hand tingled as mana was leached from his body to power the skill.

      Now what, Cade? Come on! Think!

      The women gathered around him, Ketzal having gone to talk with the Kotani Ma. The apes hooted in near panic behind them, but their great leader was doing a good job of keeping everything under control. Cade had to do the same.

      He thought about bending the shield, and suddenly, the shimmering force shield before him shifted, bulging inward awkwardly. Cade imagined the shield opening up into a door, but nothing happened. It was only when he returned to his first thought, of trying to bend the shield to his will, did it flex once more. Cade twisted it sideways, and as he did so, a small opening appeared.

      Bigger, he thought. I have to make this a lot bigger.

      Cade calmed himself, breathing in deep and then slowly releasing it. Then he used every ounce of focus he could muster to bend a huge portion of the shield barrier, twisting it in on itself and opening a hole big enough to let Bellows scamper through. Ketzal urged him forward, and the women followed on foot.

      Clouds were forming above their heads even as the Kotani Ma shouted a command. The ape warriors charged through the barrier even as the first jagged bolt of discharged mana cracked down from the sky.

      Dropping the skill, Cade ran through the barrier last of all. His skin tingled from the few drops of ether-infused rain that had fallen on him. And when he peered back into the growing gloom, Cade saw a great bird lifting up from a branch, its wings beating frantically. Another bolt of ether struck the bird and it split down its back, its body writhing for an instant, and then a glob of skin and feathers fell to the ground as a new beast, transformed and terrible, flew away. The poor bird had been turned into something leathery and fell, and it shrieked out its rage as it flapped into the distance.

      “My God! That was close. How do those storms form so quickly?”

      “We do not know, Cade. That is just what Antinium is like,” Satemi explained.

      Minda was speaking with Gemma, letting her know what was going on all around them. Everyone was looking up at the barrier, pulsing blasts of ether landing all across the dome. They had been saved by the skin of their teeth.

      A voice shouted in the distance, and Cade turned to see one of the Silver Guard sprinting back into the city. The alarm was being raised. It was time for battle.

      There was only a few hundred yards of grass between Cade’s fledgling army and the city proper. He needed to organize their attack.

      “Mount up!” he shouted, running up Bellows’ flank and pulling himself into his saddle. Seconds later, Ketzal, last of the Camp Casmeer warriors, was seated before him. “Take us out to face the apes. I need to make myself heard. You’ll need to translate. And you’ll need to shout.”

      Ketzal barked an order to Bellows, and he sprung away then turned around to face the loose cluster of apes.

      “I won’t be long winded! The longer we wait, the longer the asshole with the golden scales waits inside, comfortable and content.” Ketzal gave Cade a look that made him remember his audience. He cleared his throat, seeing more than a few confused faces amongst his ape friends as the demoness tried to translate.

      He shifted gear. “We go now to crush and to pound! Smash the shiny coats and take off their masks! Follow me and we win all of the fruit and females!”

      Feeling foolish, Cade turned to see Minda enjoying his performance. Satemi laughed and even clapped her hands, mocking his Terran customs. “Eloquent, Cade. Eloquent.”

      But when Ketzal finished the translation, the apes went… apeshit. Pounding the ground and screeching in unbridled passion, the mob was thoroughly stirred. So they wheeled about and charged across the field toward Tanrial.

      It might have been a clear shot into the city if not for the speed of the abyss beasts. Kargina Loor, the liquid-bodied abyss cats, poured from the streets of Tanrial, making a beeline for the charging forces. Behind them lumbered a dozen of the bulky Maktar Loor, the abyss bears that matched the Kotani Apes in size. Even a half dozen Fenmali Loor raptors darted out last of all, their reptilian movements stark and terrifying compared to their companions.

      Like fodder, the cats sprinted ahead, teeth bared, and Bellows ran into their midst. Ketzal used her shield’s protective barrier, and it blunted the dozens of vicious paws that swung at the boar. The demoness cracked her whip and ordered Bellows to use one of his most devastating skills. Cinder Breath triggered, and the beast roared out a shuddering cloud of fiery sparks, burning the cats’ hides and making them scream in pain.

      Cade made use of his new ring, blasting one of the abyss cats with the gelatinous mana. It scorched a hole through its ribs, and the monster died on its side still trying to run. Then Cade dropped an Explosive Shot amid another group, dropping two more and wounding another.

      Gemma launched arrow after arrow, the mana shafts sinking into the abyss creatures’ flesh easily. Then she pulled the string back, and opening her mouth wide, fangs flashing, the woman shouted. A winged bird made all of flames erupted from her call and shot along with a dozen arrows. The cloud landed amid the cats and ended five of them in an instant.

      The ramshackle cavalry was nearly finished with its first charge, and a large cluster of the abyss cats were regrouping behind them. Bellows was quick on his hooves, but the cats proved much faster. At least twenty of the beasts sprinted at them and began attacking at their rear and flank. Sholl’s spear flicked out like a snake, dropping a few of them, and Cade and Gemma focused their fire on the growing crowd as well. But in seconds it seemed they would be overrun.

      Sholl yelped as one of the cats managed to leap up and rake its claws across his greaves, the attack somehow passing through his armor. The cat clambered past him, and was finally struck down as Cade smashed its skull to the side with his hammer.

      More of the beasts crouched to pounce, and Cade opened his mouth to urge Ketzal. Yet the woman was already on it. Her own cry split the air, “Hell Roar!” she belted out, the boar beneath them reacting instantly. Bellows bellowed out a resounding cry so loud it vibrated the chain mail over Cade’s chest.

      The crowd of abyss cats broke apart. Some resisted the skill, their attacks resuming at once, but most of them flattened to the grassy field and slunk away in random directions.

      The battle raged on, and as Satemi swung her long swords from her saddle, splitting the skulls of the beasts they passed, Minda flung daggers made of energy and continued to reduce the number of abyss cats one at a time. The initial wave of cats was shattered, and though a few dozen remained on the field, they were separated, disorganized, and waiting to be killed.

      “Take us around once more,” Cade called, and the boar swung away from the bears that lumbered behind. As they circled round and headed in for a flanking charge, Cade watched as the apes crashed into the abyss creatures. Angry fists crushed in skulls and ribcages alike. The cats gave them almost no challenge at all, but soon the massive bears met the Kotani front lines. The two forces crashed together like the meeting of opposing tides.

      A hellish scene unfolded before them as claw-clad paws smashed bone and tore flesh, both sides paying for every inch. Only the superior numbers the apes possessed made way for an obvious advantage. When two of them could confront a single bear at once, the fight ended in moments. The apes didn’t fight in blind rage, but cooperated, one distracted the foe while the other disemboweled it. Cade was impressed to see this practice taken a step further when an ape caught the paw of an abyss bear, hugging it to his body and rolling to the ground. The bear lost its balance and was pulled forward, using all of its might in an attempt to not fall to its side. In a flash of claws, a Kotani warrior had torn open its belly.

      It was only when the raptors closed in that Cade saw more losses on their side. The skilled tactics of the void monsters matched the apes, and the one-sided slaughter stabilized.

      Then something else came, something from the darkness of the void itself. It ran on four legs, but had three writhing serpent heads. Across its back lay flattened scales jutting out like plates of armor and behind it flowed a long and powerful tail, at the end of which swung a mallet of gleaming onyx.

      Its three mouths opened up and howled in defiance as its forces were decimated. Running in a burst of ungodly speed, it sunk its teeth into the neck of a Kotani Ape, tearing free a hunk of its flesh. The ape fell, limp and bleeding, to the battlefield.

      The Kotani Ma roared, calling the unknown terror toward it. And then the behemoths were charging one another, and the battle raging around them seemed pale and insignificant.

      “Ketzal! Charge that thing. When we get close, have Bellows use his tusk attack. I don’t think our champion can handle it on his own.”

      The demoness spurred the boar on, and they cut through the last pack of abyss cats, shooting and slicing their way through. Minda activated her mana wind attack, the leaves tearing through their midst even as Cade fired yet another Explosive Shot. Their combined efforts were impressive, and if the beasts hadn’t been otherworldly, would have been enough to make Cade’s stomach churn. As it was, he simply felt grateful to rid this fine world of their presence.

      Yet a hundred feet ahead, two behemoths collided. The Kotani Ma lowered his horn-covered head and rammed the abyss creature. A sound of splintering bone swept across the battlefield, and Cade winced, hoping their champion hadn’t been too grievously injured. The monster it had charged stopped in its tracks, the bones in its chest and ribs cracking under the pressure of the attack but holding up. Its snake head shot out and found purchase on the ape’s back and neck, slicing into his flesh. The bone armor his body had grown prevented a quick death, but the Kotani Ma was taking significant damage.

      He curled his hands into fists and hammered on the creature’s already-damaged ribs, and the battle unfolded like the ether storm still raging away above them.

      As the fear bled away, and Cade prepared to attack a monster from the void itself, he inspected their latest foe.
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      A fucking Chimera? What bullshit irony is this? Cade grumbled, pissed off some monster had stolen his title. There’s only room for one of us in Antinium, and you are too damn ugly to stick around.

      Half the distance had been closed, and Cade had a bad feeling about the size of the beast they were charging. It made the Kotani Ma seem as small as his son Chandi. By the looks of it, the ape was holding his own, but when the chimera brought its tail round and smashed the ape, the battle turned. The bony appendage crushed the ape’s shoulder, disabling one of his two effective weapons. The only hope for defeating the hulking monster was to end it here and now.

      Cade turned around and shouted to Sholl, Satemi, and Ketzal. “Dismount! Dismount now!”

      Not wasting the time it took to ensure they listened to his command, Cade told the same to Gemma who immediately leapt into the air, transforming into her tiger form just before she touched the ground. Finally, he shouted forward to Ketzal. “Tusk attack then you jump off too.” The demoness shook her head, but Cade insisted. “Please, just trust me!”

      With a look of fear in her eyes, Ketzal shouted, “Relentless Gore!”

      As Bellows grew feet of gnarly tusks, bearing down on the chimera, Ketzal jumped off the boar’s back, and used her shield’s skill to blunt the fall.

      Cade had time to fire a single shot, Armor Piercing, and aimed the bullet where he thought the chimera’s lungs would be a few feet behind where the snake head attached. Then he stood up in the saddle, bracing himself. Bellows slammed into the abyss chimera’s side, caving in one side of its ribcage. Their momentum was stopped after only a few feet, the monster’s body four or five times the size of the great boar.

      Then Cade was in the air, flying toward the terrifying creature. He had time only to activate Shroom Shield, and he smashed into the creature’s back.

      The skill blunted his landing, but still, one of the large scales cut through his leather vest like paper. Only the chain mail beneath saved his life. Groaning, Cade tried to stand, looking to the side and watching as Bellows thrashed, his long tusks buried in the chimera’s chest. Despite the grievous injury, the monster was aiming its tail at Bellows. The hammer-like weapon crashed into the boar’s side, but the new plate armor worked wonders in nullifying the attack. Again and again, the tail landed, clanging so loud Cade’s ears were ringing.

      Cade hopped to his feet and began the morbid work of finishing the monster. He dropped a Spider’s Kiss on a flat expanse of tender skin between the chimera’s shoulder blades, then a Culling the Pack. Neither seemed to have much effect, so he darted forward, and aimed at the base of the middle snake head. Cade fired an Explosive Shot.

      A burst of dark blood and tissue showered him, and the middle head fell limp.

      Then the other two released their hold on the Kotani Ma, turning up and around to face him.

      “Shit!” he yelped, regretting how long it took for his rifle to recharge.

      One of the snake heads darted out to bite him, the mouth big enough to wrap around his upper body completely. Cade held up his ring and fired the little blob of acid straight down its throat. He was forced to leap to the side to avoid being bitten, and he fell to the ground below.

      It was a fifteen-foot drop, but he managed to fall into a roll. When he turned around the final snake head was closing in on him fast. He opened his hand and summoned a Boom Stick. Cade lobbed the explosive in the air and held up his buckler, bracing for impact.

      The snake’s mouth snapped shut on the bomb and erupted in flame and gore.

      Chunks of the beast’s ruined head slapped into Cade’s buckler and a fountain of dark blood soaked him head to foot.

      But when he looked up at last, he saw Bellows had torn free his tusks and was running away toward a remaining cluster of abyss bears. The chimera was falling, its thick legs buckling at last, and when its behemoth body touched down, it shook the earth beneath Cade’s feet.

      It was over, the worst of it at least. Yet a few dozen feet ahead, Cade spotted the Kotani Ma. The ape had crawled away a few feet, and his body was soaked in his own blood. The chimera’s snake heads had done too much damage.

      Cade sprinted forward and used Restoration of the Grove as soon as he was at the ape’s side, and then he took out the poultice made from the Scorching Sweet Potatoes. He rubbed the substance in the still-gaping wound in the ape’s neck and flinched as the beast roared in his face. Cade held up his hands, hoping the champion would know he was trying to help. When he found himself still in one piece, Cade summoned a Healing Tincture from his Inventory and poured it into the ape’s mouth as well. Out of tricks, Cade stepped back, hoping he’d done enough.

      A fellow Kotani Ape bounded up, seeing the damage and insufficient healing. Then it did something surprising. The beast held one hand to its chest and the other to one of the Kotani Ma’s wounds. After a moment passed, green light poured out of the ape’s chest and into its leader’s body. At last, the wounded ape seemed to stabilize.

      He sat up, breathing deeply. Looking like hell itself, the fucker actually nodded to Cade in thanks before returning to the battle and producing an ear-shattering war cry.

      Cade took a moment to assess the damage. It was a hard pill to swallow. Nearly half the Kotani Apes were fallen, their proud forms slumped or crumpled on the battlefield woven through the scattered bodies of the abyss creatures. Those that remained were slaying the final few bears and raptors in terrifying efficiency.

      Satemi led the others who’d jumped free of Bellows during the charge, and for a moment, he thought the battle might be over. Then a rhythmic clanking came from Tanrial, and he turned to see three full squads of the Silver Guard approaching.

      The Kotani Ma called the apes to form up once more, and throwing Cade’s group a confident glance, ran ahead of his fellows and toward the shield wall assembled before them.

      “We have to get into the city while we can. The apes can handle this!” Cade insisted, and the others nodded their assent.

      “I just hope they remember not to kill everyone,” Ketzal fretted, gazing in fear as the lines met in a clamor of bone on steel.

      Satemi spoke next, her voice taking on the tone of the iron-gutted general once more. “We trust in our allies. If Vormer is allowed to summon more abyss creatures, we might all die though. Let’s go while we can.”

      The demoness nodded, prying her eyes from the battle.

      The members of Camp Casmeer trudged away, covered in gore, but more or less in one piece. So far, the raid on the city had gone better than Cade had hoped for. He stood and watched for a few brutal seconds. The apes had shouldered their way into the front ranks of the Silver Guard, and had they been forced to push their way through them, like any other army, the battle would have been long-winded and costly. Instead, the apes used their superior size and agility, vaulting over the shield wall and smashing into the heart of the formation.

      In a handful of moments, the spine of the shield wall was crumbling. Cade watched in relief as the Kotani Ma himself shoved a guard to the ground, and rather than crush the man or woman to death, the great chieftain plucked the silver mask away from their face and tossed it away.

      We trust in our allies, Satemi’s voice echoed in his head once more, and he pulled himself away.

      Then he followed the group as they ran up the steps into the city of Tanrial, seeking the golden-scaled asshole that had caused all of this pointless ruin.

      It was time to skin a lion.
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      Satemi was a schemer. She was always up to some new project, trying to invent new ways of improving their lives. Like so many of her other creations, the latest batch of jungle wine was magnificent. It reminded Cade a bit of Sangria but stronger. As he took yet another pull off the wineskin, he felt the vaporous fumes of the drink leave his mouth as he sighed.

      “It will be a fine night, I am already sure of that,” Sholl said. The lizard man had consumed much of the wine as well, and though it was nice seeing his color and the spark in his inhuman eyes returned, Cade was concerned. Can reptiles handle their liquor? he wondered, but felt it was a bit rude to ask.

      Cade hated to be the one to bring them all back down to Antinium, but he remembered they’d forgotten something quite important. “Hey, everyone. It is good that Sholl is here, so he can vote as well, but we need to choose Bellows’ next skill. He has three choices, but of course only one can be selected.”

      Minda stood up with a crooked smile on her face and took another pass at the wine skin. “Okay, Mr. Business,” she said after wiping her mouth on the back of her arm. “Summarize what the choices are and we’ll vote.”

      “Fine idea. Okay, nothing new from last time. Maybe when he levels again we’ll see a new skill offered. There’s Boundless Sprint. He can travel 50% faster for five minutes, and it has a thirty-minute Cooldown. Would be a whole lot of fun, and probably useful the more we head back and forth around this world, but I think it’s not that important.”

      “Hold your opinions, Cade. The council is having a vote,” Satemi teased, snatching the wine skin from Minda’s hands.

      “Yes ma’am. The next is Cavalry Charge, making all of his attacks more powerful for thirty seconds while Bellows charges. And the last is Hell Roar. That one can inflict Cowered on enemies standing within thirty feet. It depends on their level and Wisdom Attribute whether or not they are likely to be affected.”

      Ketzal smiled wickedly, raising her hand. “May I present my argument to the council?”

      Satemi stood and bowed low. “Of course, venerated one.”

      “My vote is for Hell Roar. Not only could it sway the balance of a close battle, but the name is quite appealing. I have to admit, I really want to scream out ‘Hell Roar’ when riding atop Bellows.”

      Everyone laughed, admitting it would be an awesome thing to hear.

      “Agreed,” Minda said.

      Satemi spoke next, “Agreed. And not just because Ketzal likes it. There’s no limit to how many enemies could be Cowered by the skill. That could be devastating.”

      Gemma, Sholl, and Cade threw in their votes as well, and big Bellows, lying belly-up a few dozen feet away, snoring like a drunkard, got his newest upgrade.

      Cade apologized for dampening the mood and was punished by taking another pull on the wine. Everyone passed the bag around afterward, and the laughs began to roll out once more. Thinking of upcoming conflict wasn’t a great way to start a party, but the villagers of Camp Casmeer were of a mood to move on and enjoy themselves for once.

      They were all somewhere between tipsy and flat-out drunk as well, and everyone sat around the fire, enjoying the warmth of the flames and shared company. Minda broke in, singling out Sholl. “Tell us, what was your world like? Did your people have great celebrations or ceremonies?”

      Sholl bobbed his head, reminding Cade of a scaled bird. “Of course. But nothing like this. Fire, for one, was outlawed. The sheer waste of resources involved in burning wood made the practice illegal for centuries. Yet we were quite advanced at chemical manipulation. Once a year, the Celebration of Lights was thrown. All of the new couples formed their pheromonal bonds in the sight of their family and neighbors. Then we mixed batches of phosphorescent chemicals that turned the night sky into a dreamscape.”

      “Wow, that sounds amazing!” Minda said, the alcohol adding enthusiasm to her words. “What happened next? An unrivaled orgy?”

      Ketzal considered the question seriously along with Minda, but the other two women scoffed at such an idea. Sholl just laughed. “No. We never engaged in such activity. We bond to a single mate, sealing the union by aligning our pheromonal signatures. It is not possible to procreate with another that isn’t your mate. Yet, when the song and dance was over, all of the couples would retire for some private fun, yes. Exactly sixteen weeks after the Celebration of Lights, the year’s largest brood of eggs is laid.” The lizard man laughed at his last admission, and Cade joined him. Imagining everyone in a city all getting pregnant at once was pretty hilarious, though inconvenient as well.

      “Oh my gosh, music! We need to make new instruments soon,” Minda complained.

      Satemi rolled her eyes. “There are other concerns. Yet, I promise I will make something for you soon. A simple drum shouldn’t be too hard.”

      “Pablo! We need you,” Ketzal said, her sudden summoning of the demon helper causing them all to look at her quizzically. Rather than explain her intentions, she asked the demon politely, “Do you have any forms that are musically adept?”

      “Music? Well, perhaps I do, but I am an ancient and wise creature. You cannot summon me simply to play you all a tune.”

      Gracious as ever, Ketzal soothed Pablo with simple flattery. “It is just that I know demons excel in all of the arts. That is why we often act as muses to the human world. I am not used to this new body let alone my voice. But what about you? Have you ever found occasion?”

      Pablo perked up a bit, and he reformed into a creature none of them had seen before. It looked like a squat toad but for the fur growing on its back. It had six legs as well, and a long tail that wrapped around its body. The demon blinked a few times, then spoke to them in the queerest of voices. “This is a Najteem, a creature known for its soft pelt as much as for its dozen set of vocal cords. Even though they are simple beasts, without society or technology, their songs are infamous throughout the cosmos.”

      The dog-sized creature began by inhaling an absurd amount of air. It filled its chest and bulging neck sack until it had grown twice its original size. Then a deep and pervasive bass note filled the air around the camp, vibrating Cade’s skin and making his legs want to move. The tone broke into a steady beat, a thump, thump, thump, that immediately pulled Minda to her feet.

      Responding to the woman’s excitement, Pablo added two new chords, shushing ticks that sounded like a beatboxer’s attempt at treble. Gemma stood up as well, trying to imitate the fluid dance that Minda was employing, and Ketzal watched with a huge grin on her face.

      At last, Pablo started the actual song. Having a beat and rhythm to follow, the other nine vocal cords in the creature’s throat chirped, hummed, and sang the most complex song any singular creature could conceive of. It reminded Cade of an organic mixture of techno and opera, something so achingly beautiful that he simply stared and listened.

      Surprisingly, Sholl stood and struck an oddly hunched pose before his feet began stamping out an erratic dance. Minda and Gemma laughed, encouraging the display. For a couple of minutes, the lizard man shook the ground with his manic celebration, but then stopped, bowed low to the ground, sweeping his hand across the red soil in an odd salute, and sat back down next to Cade.

      Finally, when the song broke away into a more predictable and catchy tune, Ketzal joined the others, her hips liquid and undulating. Satemi refused until Minda physically hauled her up. Cade felt sorry for the warrior, thinking she might not be accustomed to dance. Yet when she gave in and joined them, her feet and arms found the beat quickly and easily enough.

      The women danced, their variegated forms moving to the music in distinct ways. Is there any better way to get to know someone’s past than by watching them dance, Cade thought, the booze making him introspective.

      Feeling a sudden kinship with the man beside him, he spoke from his heart. “I’m sorry, Sholl. I didn’t exactly choose to be with these women, not exactly. I honestly feel guilty. Maybe when we free the others at the city, you might find someone who appeals to you.”

      The lizard man shook his head, still smiling as he watched the women leap and twirl. “No, Cade. My body has been formed anew, so technically I can choose another. But I lost my mate over a year ago, and still, I cannot imagine moving on with another. My body is one thing, my soul another.”

      “That is romantic as hell, Sholl. Here, another swig?” Cade offered the wineskin, and happily, Sholl took it.

      They sat together and admired the vitality and joy of the women as they expressed themselves in the oldest and purest of art forms. Minda moved in the most relatable fashion, the most Terran. She moved her pelvis and stamped her feet in perfect timing, her arms accenting each motion. Her muscles flickered in the firelight, rippling beneath her coat of white fur.

      Ketzal beside her was a study in opposites. She was constantly in motion yet moved so consistently and fluidly that it appeared like she was floating and swaying with an unseen tide. Her hips lifted and turned, and her breasts shifted with unparalleled beauty.

      Satemi danced at a more staccato pace, thrumming the ground with her feet, finding a different rhythm within the complex song to dance to. Her face was pulled into a heedless smile, her teeth white against the burnished bronze of her skin. She whipped her head side to side, the thick braid she always wore swinging about her.

      And Gemma, sweet and somehow innocent Gemma, moved in between them all. Her movements were subtle, mostly her shoulders and neck taking on the task of always seeking the rhythm. She made her hands flutter at her sides like two birds mirroring one another, and when Cade’s eye found her face, he saw that Gemma was staring at him intently. He swallowed, feeling a pressure build behind the scar on his chest she shared with him.

      Then, of his own accord, he decided to join them all. Cade was no dancer, knew his skill would be found lacking, yet the fact remained, none of them gave a shit and all they wanted was to spend a little time with him.

      So he moved toward the women, snapping his fingers and dipping into the rhythm. A few times in his life he’d been to clubs, and usually, Cade had to be half blind with drink to get in the mood to dance. But here were four gorgeous women, all who had feelings for him. There was even an inter-dimensional demon DJ. What more could he ask for?

      The girls trilled, opening up their little group to invite him in. His body hummed with a strong buzz, and he grew bold, dancing with each woman one at a time. He wasn’t sure what he was doing, but he tried to make them feel special, to let them know just a little of what was going on in his mind. Beginning with Ketzal, who stood closest, Cade stamped and moved around her. She surprised them all when she threw back her head and released an ethereal and shapeless moan. It was a song without words, a pure expression of joy that had his skin dancing with goosebumps. The demoness had a voice that easily matched Pablo’s. Demons apparently knew music and knew it well.

      He singled out Minda next, holding out his hands toward her as if to call attention to her great beauty. The other women instinctively picked up on what he was going for and cheered. Minda redoubled her efforts and even spun nimbly. She looked like a ballerina unchained from form or tradition.

      Satemi was next, and rather than display her skill or entice him with the way her body moved, she chose humor. She was the kind of girl who’d plow through a dance floor with you, knocking into people while performing the world’s worst tango. She turned round and backed her hindquarters into his, bumping into his a-rhythmically. Satemi fluttered her eyes and threw up her hands in mock reverie. It was too much. Cade laughed until his gut hurt, the woman still blasting into his thigh with her buns every time Pablo hit a bass note.

      When everyone had recovered, and the dancing resumed, Gemma stood there waiting. She knew it was her turn. She was the last to be invited into this intimate group, and despite that, the woman was not the least among them.

      Her hands rose, still fluttering, and her eyes burned into his. She bit her bottom lip, her fangs protruding slightly. Is there anything more amazing than this? Cade wondered, nodding closer to the woman, both of them somehow gravitating toward a melody only they could hear. The other girls grew quieter, feeling the sacred tension that was building, respecting it implicitly.

      Gemma wove closer, then when she was less than a foot away, the heat of her body charging his skin, she swooped in and landed a kiss on the tip of his nose.

      The group laughed, especially when she darted away, giggling like a child.

      It was a short party, though the time passed blessedly slow. More wine flowed, and eventually Sholl stood and announced his departure. “I have had too much to drink too soon after an injury. Please excuse me. Just know that though my head swims about in a pond all its own, I feel better than I have since Vormer took me. Thank you all and good night.”

      The women each gave the lizard man a strong embrace, all sharing in the joy of his recovery.

      Then it was Cade and four amazing women. The demon, satisfied he’d proven his peerless talent as a musician, left as well, and the night sung only with insect songs and the faint moaning of the wind across the cliff face above.

      “It is time for the ceremony!” Minda announced.

      Gemma dropped her eyes to the ground, but her smile was evident.

      “What ceremony? I’ll have no more surprises, okay? I care for you, Gemma, which is surprising given how little time we’ve known each other, but I had no idea you were going to brand me last time. Out with it!” Cade demanded, not exaggerating in the slightest.

      Minda bowed sagely. “Do not worry, Cade. I’ve gotten the details, and we have adapted the Neemashi marriage ritual to fit our own capabilities and desires.” When he stared at her, expecting a better answer, she added, “You’ll enjoy it. Don’t worry.”

      “To the waterfall! The chosen ones shall be purified in water!” Satemi cried, showing she too knew whatever plans they’d made for him.

      But stripping down and bathing under the light of the moon with these four was no curse to bear. So he took off his clothing along with the others. Gemma giggled when she saw their bodies nude like her own. “Your coverings are still very strange to me. I am sorry.”

      “We don’t all have fire to coat ourselves in,” Ketzal replied, and gave the girl a shove toward the trail. Then they were bounding up the slope, the sound of the crashing water guiding them.

      Cade stood apart from Gemma, and the other women first washed her body, using handfuls of sand and a gentle touch to clean her from head to toe. He fought to remain calm during the display, but his body betrayed his desires.

      It was his turn next, and feeling six hands rub down his sore muscles felt better than anything, and he closed his eyes and enjoyed the rare sensation. They gave him the grace of skipping his more sensitive parts, and when they finished, the girls laughed and splashed in the waterfall a moment. He let his own tension and fears wash away as well, the water crashing over his neck and shoulders.

      Finally, they returned from their shower nude and dripping, and Cade was told to stand still, to close his eyes, and place his hands palm out.

      A thread of fear welled up within him. “No burns, okay?”

      “No more burns,” Gemma said. “At least not the painful kind.”

      That comment earned a few hoots from Minda and Satemi who always appreciated a bit of spunk. He trusted them, and so he held up his hands and closed his eyes, feeling a faint breeze weave around his limbs and body.

      Then he felt two hands press against his own. It was Minda who spoke in a quiet voice grown thick with emotion. “Cade. I swear to honor this bond and to help you build our tribe.” When she stopped speaking, she grabbed his hands and pulled him into a kiss. It was a gentle thing, soft as a rose pressed to his mouth.

      She moved on and Cade heard another approach. He knew it was Ketzal, her fragrance giving her away. She pressed her hands to his and repeated the words. “Cade. I swear to honor this bond and to help you build our tribe.” Again, he was kissed, another sweet gesture that left his heart hammering in his veins.

      He sighed, a vast well of emotion surging in his mind and body. What world am I living in? How will I ever be enough to honor these women in return? he asked himself. Yet he knew the only way he could was by trying his best and doing so every day of his life.

      Finally, Satemi pressed her hands to his as well. Her voice was the deepest of the women, and the husky tone made Cade shiver. “Cade. I swear to honor this bond… and I will always help you build our tribe.” The warrior kissed his mouth, pressing her face into his and held the gesture. They breathed together for a while before she too pulled away.

      “Open your eyes now, Cade,” Minda said. When he obeyed, he blinked a few times and looked around.

      “Where’s Gemma?”

      “She is waiting for you,” Ketzal answered, and the women led him to a spare shelter they’d built in preparation for when the village might someday grow.

      Their one lamp was inside, and Cade could see Gemma sitting up on a pile of furs behind the leather flap. He paused, nervous and feeling incredibly foolish at once. He turned and saw the others retreating, giving the two enough space to sort out whatever form their union required.

      Cade joined the woman, the sudden attack of nerves seeming out of place after they’d all celebrated so openly throughout the night. Yet what else are we supposed to feel? This is definitely awkward. I am married now? Or is this all just for Gemma’s sake? A flush of anger made him sigh, but when he looked to the side and saw her, eyes staring up at the ceiling in obvious fright, pity took hold. He couldn’t be angry at the woman. She’d done nothing to harm him. In fact, from her perspective, she’d only bestowed a great blessing upon him.

      So he put his hand on her belly and spoke. “Gemma, are you okay? You seem… terrified.”

      She laughed, a small tear running down from her eye. “I am, Cade. I was twenty-nine years old when I died, which is almost the age of maturity for my people. In less than a year, on my thirtieth birthday, I was to wed. Yet here I am, excited yet afraid.”

      He sighed again, more of his own discomfort dissipating. Taking her hand in his, he asked in a voice as soft as velvet. “Have you been with a man before? Is that part of why you are afraid?”

      Gemma shook her head in answer, and another tear fell. “It is forbidden to procreate outside of marriage. To have an unplanned child in a village with so little food and no promise of more… it is a high crime. So no… I have not been with anyone but myself.”

      “Look at me, Gemma. Come here,” he urged, and when she rolled over, he gripped her behind the neck and pulled her close until their heads touched. He stared at her in the dim tent, her eyes glowing softly, and he comforted her as best he could. “This is a simple act performed by people across the cosmos. You are skilled enough to hunt badass creatures. You will be more than proficient at this. Also, we do not have to do a thing.”

      When he finished, she moved in for a kiss, pressing herself into his body. Naked as he was, he delighted in the burning embers of her skin. They held each other for a long minute, faces touching, and not moving at all.

      Gods this girl is sweet, he thought, holding her as gently as he could.

      Then she grew bold, pushing him to his back and straddling him. Gemma placed her hand in the scar upon his chest and it fit perfectly. It was an odd sensation, and yet, it felt right. He reached up and let his fingers explore the scar she wore as well, the soft skin between her breasts somehow improved by the damaged tissue. It was what it stood for. It was a physical display of their union, and suddenly, Cade understood a great deal more about Gemma and her people. Their weird-ass ritual of branding was a beautiful thing, and given their nature as flame tigers, it also seemed natural.

      She leaned down, her breasts touching his skin as they hung sweetly above him. They kissed once more, a long and experimental gesture. He could tell she was learning as fast as she could. Her tongue was timid at first, but she grew bolder, and spent a good deal of time sucking and biting his lips. He enjoyed her efforts, hesitant as they were, and though she was inexperienced, her movements were deft and precise.

      Then Gemma sat up, reaching back between them and grasping his manhood in her hand. She shivered, fear and excitement sparking within her. Pressing him against her, she froze. It was weird to see the brave huntress pause. It made a gout of empathy burst from his chest. “Gemma, you don’t need to be in charge of this. I can—”

      “I am huntress. I must, Cade,” she said, cutting him off.

      He sat up, pushing her off of him. “Quiet. No more of the needs or the shoulds, Gemma.” Cade kissed her again, and she returned the embrace more easily than before. He eased her onto her back, and then whispered above her, “I can help you. And we can try it many different ways. I know you are huntress, Gemma. I see you.”

      She shivered as he parted her lips, just the tip of him pressing within. Her body was so hot, so scalding inside and out that if not for his new fire resistance, he might not have been able to stand it, let alone enjoy the feeling. But now, it excited him. Cade kissed her neck and let himself drift further in. Then his own mouth parted, echoing her gasp as he felt himself scalded in pure pleasure.

      Rather than push and pull, crush and roll, he allowed his body weight to ease the two together. Her legs wrapped around his hips, and they lay there, joined physically and emotionally. Looking into her orange eyes from a few inches away, he asked her, “It isn’t so scary at all. Is it?”

      Gemma laughed, her belly shaking with the expression, and he knew the others had heard her. And why shouldn’t they, he thought. They knew this was a good thing, and now they know it is going well. No better sound than pure and merry laughter ever came from beneath a bedroom door.

      When her humor had passed, Gemma’s eyes grew fierce. She pushed him off and onto his back, then once more, climbed atop him. Sheathing herself over him, Gemma pressed her body into his. She found a simple and elegant rhythm as she moved above his body. Cade let his fingers explore the silken strands of her hair. Each was as thick as a shoestring and as dense and smooth as graphite. Her leonine features were elegant and graceful, yet unlike Minda, the woman didn’t have a hair on her body. Nothing could withstand her flames.

      Gemma sat up taller, her breasts jostling gracefully, small and lovely. He took a nipple between thumb and forefinger, pinching gently. The woman moaned slightly, her body temperature increasing once more. It was nearing the point where pain would interrupt Cade’s pleasure. Noticing the worry in his eyes, Gemma pressed her hand in his chest scar once more, and opening her eyes, she breathed out a cloud of concentrated mana.

      Her eyes flared, and so did the lines of orange pattern along her skin. Cade felt her get closer to igniting, and he moaned, for rather than pain taking hold of him, the mana she’d granted him suddenly suffused his body.

      Wordlessly, she took what she’d asked from him. Growing bolder, she moved her feet up under her and rode their pleasure sure-footed and strong. Cade pressed his pelvis up into hers and clutched her hips as she danced. A rope of tension tugged at his guts, and he was forced to concentrate, to delay the inevitable expression of his love.

      But Gemma felt his excitement and responded in kind. Hand still on his chest, he felt her claws extend slightly, pressing into his flesh. More mana flowed from her mouth. He breathed it in, and felt himself come alive with an inner flame. Her eyes and the lines of her body glowed furiously, and her sex gripped his with an eager tenderness.

      Gemma moaned, her body tensing, and her body ignited. The flames consumed him as well as his spine arched and the floodgates shattered. They burned together for the longest moment, and then everything cooled, and she was looking down at him, and they remained linked in more ways than one.

      At last, she rolled off beside him and rested her head on his shoulder. He tugged her closer, hands running through her hair. And though they didn’t speak a word to one another, it seemed to Cade he knew the woman deeply, and knew she had come to know him.

      All sense of fear or anxiety was gone from the both of them. A union had been made, and it was good. Cade closed his eyes and felt no need to pull a fur over his warm body.
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      It wasn’t quite like they were sneaking in Tanrial. Yet jogging away from the pounding of fists on steel, it felt that way.

      The city was as eerie as it always was. Feeling filled with eyes yet somehow deserted. How many other guards Vormer could have here was still an unknown. Ketzal was the closest thing they had to an undercover agent though, so as the group came to a fountain, he called for a brief rest.

      “Everyone should drink some water. This is probably our last respite. And while we do, Ketzal, can you tell us anything more? That was exactly thirty Silver Guards out there. We killed nine more when we fought to free Gemma. How many more should we expect?”

      Ketzal creased her brow, her thoughts visibly tumbling through her mind. “I am not exactly sure. Vormer did not keep exact accounts of anything, though I cannot imagine he would share them if he did. I’ve never seen more than thirty gathered at any given time though. There are at least five others though, the elites. Of that, I am certain.”

      “Elites?” Satemi said. “And what kept you from spilling this information until now? We need to know what you know or none of this will work.”

      The warrior’s harsh tone had an effect on Ketzal. She dropped her horns in shame. “I am sorry. I don’t know how to describe it, but it feels as if my memories have been torn. I recall dozens of servants, yet I cannot remember their faces. I have witnessed parading Silver Guards, watching them drill and train, yet none of their names nor their specific numbers are there. Then, as we entered the city, more has been coming back.”

      Cade touched her shoulder, lifting her face to his. “Sholl has even fewer memories than you do. He was under direct control almost the whole time he was here. I know you didn’t lead us astray on purpose, but please, just tell us anything you can right now.”

      “A few things have come back to me. I think I know where the armory is. We should head there first. It is the closest to our position. That is where Vormer keeps his store of stolen soul weapons. It also leads to the tunnels below the city. We can enter from there. When I had that thought, I remembered the vault is not unguarded. The elites will be there, at least one or two of them,” she said, blinking away a rogue tear and focusing on telling them all she knew.

      “And what of their classes or skills? Weapons? Who and what will we be facing, Ketzal?” Satemi said, her arms folded. Though the woman’s tone was no longer angry, her keen interest was unmoving, a force that weighed on the demon’s shoulders.

      Cade noticed and added in a softer voice, throwing Satemi a placating look, “Remember, Ketzal. Anything that comes up will be helpful. Anything at all.”

      The demoness nodded again, scrunching her brow in an effort to push past her clouded memories. “Three. There’s three I think. They are each nearly as powerful as Vormer. I am sorry, but I’ve never seen them fight, only stand guard. I just remember feeling frightened. And they wear the mask, so I do not think they act of their own will.” Looking up to the group, Ketzal gaped. “I’m sorry. I don’t know anything else. But I can lead us to the armory. I’m—”

      Satemi cut her off by pressing her hand into the woman’s chest. “We trust you. All is well, sister. Now let’s get moving. We will have the advantage of numbers at least. Hopefully that will be enough.”

      The group spread out and followed Ketzal down a side alley leading between two towers. It wove deeper into the city, and Cade glanced up once as they were about to enter the bowels of Tanrial. High above, outside of the dome that kept out the howling winds, the ether storm raged on. Bolts of condensed energy dappled the force shield, seeming like drops on the surface of a pond. The silence of it all, and the knowledge of the destructive force just beyond reach, sent chills through Cade.

      Inside the network of tunnels, golden lights illuminated the corridors, the same as they’d seen back in the cave near Camp Casmeer. It lent their progress a nostalgic vibe, making Cade reflect on the shadow creature they’d killed not so long ago. What had this world been meant to be? Cade wondered. It feels as if we are here only to see it crumble into dust. Could there be anything more depressing?

      Ahead, the corridor split off, and Ketzal turned right, not hesitating for an instant. At least we have a guide. We will need to thank her, let her know how much we appreciate this sacrifice when we return. Should we return, he amended.

      Another few turns and then they were descending a long staircase, angular and garish. When they got to the bottom, and the wide room collapsed toward a single doorway, Cade cleared his throat, preparing to call out and ask how much further their destination lay. But Ketzal stopped and turned around, facing the group. “Just through here. This hall will open up into an antechamber. At the back of that is the armory. It cannot be properly locked, so Vormer has at least one of the elites guarding it at all times.”

      Cade nodded, then insisted he and Satemi enter first.

      He gave a short speech, letting them know his thoughts on how they should proceed. “If our luck is bad and we encounter them all, Satemi and I will battle one, Ketzal and Gemma another, Minda and Sholl the last. Whoever finishes their opponent first, support the others. And remember, if possible, we subdue them. It is not only the right thing to do, but freeing a powerful ally from Vormer’s grip could prove invaluable. Satemi, do you agree?”

      The warrior gave a terse nod, then they broke into pairs and walked through the doorway.

      A few dozen yards ahead, a bright light spilled down from lamps placed high in a wide room. Before he noticed the thick pillars or the vaulted ceiling that gave the room the feel of an auditorium or a theater, he saw the three elites.

      They stood like inhuman sentries, masks and armor of gold, matching Vormer’s, but sleeker in design. Less ceremonial and more functional, the warriors’ armor was a composite of scale mail and plate. The leader, standing tall between the other two, was unarmed. Only two seamless gauntlets hung from their arms, the silver metal of soul weapons. To one side, a short and squat fighter held two short swords, and even as they saw the warrior, they fell into a fighter’s stance. The last was enormous. A hulking wall of man, Cade had to assume the guard was male, hand set atop the pommel of a gargantuan war hammer.

      “The intruders have come. Spread out and eliminate them,” the leader said in a soft, female voice. A woman then, Cade thought. Satemi is going to enjoy this more than she should.

      The room transformed from a study in tension, everyone poised in a display of kinetic potential, to a riot of movement.

      The shorter warrior sprinted out first, running along the far wall before kicking off and making a beeline toward their flank. Minda and Sholl broke off to meet the challenge. Sholl took the lead, his long spear the wiser choice to keep the rogue as far away as possible. Fear tugged at Cade’s guts, fear for Minda and their new friend, but he had to trust them. They were all due for a nasty fight. He just had to hope they would be strong enough to overthrow their foes.

      In a terrifying display of power, the massive warrior jumped a dozen feet ahead, brandishing his huge hammer as if it weighed nothing at all. “Come! Come and fight!” the brute screamed inarticulately. Well, he isn’t the brightest spark in the fire. Hopefully that will make him easier to defeat. Ketzal and Gemma charged to face him. Again, worry about how the two women would fare gnawed at Cade’s nerves. He remembered though, Ketzal had the whip and the shield, both of which could help her keep her distance and protect her. Gemma’s bow would do likewise, though what damage she might be able to cause through such armor, he couldn’t guess.

      The leader waited, still and imposing. Somehow, Cade knew that was the badass that would give them the most trouble. So much confidence and ability emanated from the figure. Again, she reminded him of Satemi. Knowing his ally’s own vast capabilities, the association did nothing to ease his worries.

      As the commotion began, Cade summoned his most valuable skill. Screaming out his might, he triggered Alpha’s Call, boosting every one of his allies. Afterwards, just to be certain their advantage played true, he triggered Earthen Assault as well. The axe in his hand shimmered, an edge of dense mana forming along its blade and at the back of the hammer. It was time to retake this city, and that task began right here in this room.

      Sholl’s spear clashed with the rogue’s short sword, initiating the first moment of the battle. Minda fell into position behind the spearman, lifting her staff high and summoning a clutch of daggers in the air. She wisely staggered their attacks, flinging a dagger at the rogue’s face in between each of Sholl’s darting attacks. The tiny guard stood no more than five foot tall, yet their blades blurred with terrifying precision as they deflected each and every threat. In a liquid grace, the guard held off Minda and Sholl, making the task seem easy.

      Cade strode forward with Satemi at his side. The leader remained still, waiting for their approach. Only a clenching of their fists gave away their humanity. The soul weapon gloves were ominous. What kind of weapon could a glove be? Cade worried. Not knowing the ability or even the kind of threat they might be facing unnerved him.

      To their right, the massive warrior smashed the ground with his hammer, a ripple of stone rising from the ground and racing toward Gemma. In a flash, she transformed into the tiger form and rebounded to the side, narrowly avoiding the blow. Just as quickly, she was back in her human form, her bow singing. The first arrow glanced off of the warrior’s mask harmlessly.

      He stamped forward, screaming his hatred and violence. The hammer shone in the golden light of the room, then he spun and smashed it into a nearby column. A chunk of the Tanrial metal tore free and flew toward Ketzal. She held up her shield and activated Dauntless Block. The projectile incinerated on the force shield that formed before her.

      “Focus, Cade. We have our own battle,” Satemi hissed, walking boldly beside him. He nodded, and he shook away all thoughts of the others, already lost in the tide of their own individual battles. He hefted his axe, turning it around and firing an experimental Slug Shot at the leader’s chest. In a blink, the guard flicked up her hand and stopped the projectile.

      The mana bullet spun slowly in the air a few feet away from her chest, then she squeezed it, crushing it and releasing the condensed mana that gave it form.

      Satemi ran forward, swinging her sword at the woman’s face. Again, another glove was held out, this time deflecting the sword from three feet away. Bringing up her opposite hand, she sent a pulse of power into Satemi’s gut, pushing her back several feet.

      Fucking force gloves? How are we supposed to fight this?

      As if in answer, the elite guard twisted, one foot sliding back, then with both hands, she sent a wave of force at Cade. It hit him like an unyielding wall. Cade tumbled back, lifted up his head in time to see another blast coming his way. Satemi shot forward and brought her swords together. Her skill triggered just in time, the bubble shield stopping the attack.

      Back on his feet a second later, Cade activated Wyrm’s Wrath, calling upon an increase of speed to avoid the guard’s attacks.

      Satemi’s sword blurred, raining down blow after blow, but each was turned aside with a flick of the guard’s force gloves. Cade leapt over a concentrated blast and swung his axe at the guard’s leg. He used Culling the Pack, but the skill was blocked once more. Growing frustrated, he flipped his weapon and fired an Armor Piercing round. Seeming to defy the laws of Antinium, the guard spun on a heel, dodging the projectile while catching Satemi’s sword in between two tendrils of force. She tugged the weapon, wrenching it free from Satemi’s grip.

      Cade’s girl didn’t react so well to being disarmed. Satemi screamed in fury and reached behind her back, unsheathing Vormer’s blade.

      At the sight of the stolen weapon, the guard let out a cry of outrage, and the two women clashed once more.

      The sound of a geyser exploding to one side of the room caused Cade to flinch and look over. Minda stared in horror at a plume of burning water that writhed in the air before her before lashing out like a serpent. The beastkin disappeared, leaving Sholl and the rogue alone. Scalding water splashed against the wall behind where Minda had stood. Then sparks of light, Minda’s new dagger Cade realized, began darting out and cutting into the rogue’s body.

      The strikes were impossible to track, her stealth skill cloaking all hints of movement until the blade landed once more. To make matters more dire for the rogue, the blade sunk through the armor, a few inches of metal piercing their body with every attack.

      Sholl didn’t hesitate, but seemed to activate a skill none of them knew about. He held his weapon to his chest, squatting deeply and breathing in audibly. Then a ball of power launched from the center of the spear and struck the rogue in his chest.

      Weakened by a dozen knife wounds, and unable to dodge the blast, the small figure flew into the wall, their armor cracking like a shell, and slumped to the ground.

      Minda appeared close by and snatched the mask from the rogue’s face. A lovely face was revealed, feathered and delicate. The rogue, a woman Cade guessed, was unconscious and for now at least, no longer a threat. “Sholl! Reinforce Satemi and I. Minda, go help out with that giant!”

      As Cade turned back to his own fight, he saw the guard curl their hand into a fist and send an arm of power out, punching Satemi in the thigh. She fell to one knee and grunted in pain. A second attack was thrown at her face. He triggered Shroom Shield and pushed forward, taking the diminished blow on his buckler.

      Sholl stepped into Satemi’s place and snaked out his spear in a dozen quick attacks, keeping the guard busy. Using this time reprieve, Cade used Electric Touch before selecting Spider’s Kiss. The attack not only had a venomous effect, but increased the likelihood his blow would land. Thank the gods of Antinium, it was a success. In a flash of arcing mana, his axe nicked the guard’s ribs, cutting through her armor. Just a trace of the venom could be seen, but when the woman cried out in pain, he knew the attack was effective.

      Her movements slowed noticeably, and though his Wyrm’s Wrath had worn off, he felt confident they could end the battle. With Satemi back on her feet, Cade turned to see how the other match was proceeding.

      Minda was dodging a deadly hammer strike, and Gemma launched arrow after arrow at the huge man’s invulnerable armor. Ketzal’s whip flashed out repeatedly, but none of their attacks seemed effective. Growing frustrated and worried that one of the man’s attacks might eventually land, Cade took a gamble.

      He summoned a single Blast Stick from his Inventory and shouted to those opposing the giant. “Back up! I’m gonna make a mess of things!”

      Trusting their leader, the three jumped back a few steps as he chucked the small bomb. Cade didn’t aim for the man’s chest, but threw it behind him. The man had been fighting close to the wall, using it defensively. As the bomb erupted behind him, it forced him to his knees. Cade fired a second blast, an Explosive Shot, directly at the man’s breastplate. The successive blasts stunned him, and he wavered a moment.

      In that window, Gemma dashed forward in her tiger form. Her vast opponent held up his hammer to prevent the clawed attack he expected, but she twisted in the air, transforming once again into her fair human body, and plucked the mask from his face.

      Underneath, his face was writhing in fury, twin gold domes covering his eyes. Then Ketzal stepped closer, her whip rising in an arc before her. She snapped it out like a fiery tongue. And as the tip cracked over the man’s forehead, she screamed in her mind so loud all could hear. Begone, Vormer! This one is not yours!

      Everyone staggered from the mental attacks, even the guard facing Sholl and Satemi faltered, allowing a spear to plunge into the shoulder joint of her armor.

      The giant, bleeding from a gash opened up by the whip on his forehead, gaped. His eyes were clear, and he blinked at those standing around him. Holding up his hammer and staring at it as if he didn’t know where it had come from, the big man fell to his back, dropping his weapon.

      Satemi used her teleportation skill, blurring forward and tearing the guard’s mask off of her face.

      Everyone was still as they beheld a face both terrible and lovely. A woman stared back at them, her face like Satemi’s but for a stone-like quality to her skin, gray and segmented. She ground her teeth together and fury kindled in her eyes. “He’ll kill you all! Too late, the lot of you! And none are worthy. None!” she spat, her eyes white and flashing. No golden domes covered them, no mind control was present. The woman was in complete control of herself.

      Pressing the tip of Vormer’s blade to her throat, Satemi growled back. “Too late for what? And how could you follow such a monster?”

      “Vormer is the light. He is the pure light of this world. If you cannot see so then you are all blind!”

      Cade held up his hands, attempting to calm the situation. “Hold on. Surely you have been influenced to follow him. How you sworn fealty to Aten?”

      The woman’s laughter echoed through the chamber. An eerie sound to hear as it was empty of joy or humor. It was a song of triumph. “Aten’s power is in Vormer’s hand. I didn’t have to bow to the god, for Vormer knew my worth and valued it. I am his in heart and soul. Something you could never understand.”

      Ketzal moved closer, and Cade felt her mind probing the woman. You can still survive this. Just let go of the man. He is evil, and deep down, you must know.

      Instead of relaxing or relinquishing her hold on the glorified idea of the lion of Tanrial, the woman lifted one of her hands and aimed it at Ketzal. A ball of energy formed in her palm, but fizzled out when Satemi slid her sword up into her skull.

      Blood spilled from the corner of her mouth, and the woman fell limp to the ground.

      It was over.

      What followed was a methodical and caring recovery of two lost souls. The small rogue had regained her wits, and was clutching Sholl who knelt before her. Cade looked the lizard man in the eyes and saw there a spark of hope and intimacy he hadn’t expected. It would seem that love might not be done with Sholl after all, Cade mused. And the idea brought warmth back into his heart.

      Seeing the proud leader of the elites die was not a pleasant experience. Though Satemi showed no sign of regret, she was dutifully laying the woman out on the ground, her helm and face mask lying beside her. Satemi had cleaned the blood from her lips, and after removing the force gloves from her hands, had laid them beneath the woman’s surprisingly slender fingers.

      In the opposite corner, the giant man was speaking with Minda and Ketzal. Both women were consoling the hulking elite, patting him on the back even as he wept. His tears were for time lost in mindless servitude, for those who had served alongside him, and for the woman who lay dead in their midst. The man’s great body was wracked with injuries, the bomb having blown fragments of his own armor into his flesh. And the Explosive Round had only compounded those wounds. He coughed up blood and seemed close to death. All that could be given to him were herbs and a Healing Tincture. Cade’s Restoration of the Grove was on Cooldown, but it did not matter. The man seemed well enough to survive.

      At last, Cade called to Minda, Gemma, and Sholl. “You three, take our new friends and help them escape. Go back the way we came and meet up with the Kotani Ma. I am sure their forces are looting the city, taking back what was stolen from them so long ago. But if safety is to be had in Tanrial, it is with the apes.”

      “What of Vormer? You three will go after him?” Minda questioned, gesturing to Satemi and Ketzal standing at Cade’s sides.

      “Yes. Ketzal knows the way forward. And Satemi is strongest. We will stop him, whatever he is up to, and return when we can. Go now. There is still much to do before we can rest and hopefully return to Camp Casmeer.”

      Minda searched his eyes, fear making the bridge of her nose wrinkle slightly. He could see her desire to stay at his side, but the fact was that the two elites they’d freed were in need of support. She sighed, swallowing her own desires and sacrificing them for the others. “Okay,” she said at last. “We will do as you ask. But if you die, Cade… just don’t, okay?”

      He smiled and kissed her on the cheek. “We will be fine. Satemi will keep me alive.”

      The groups parted ways, and Ketzal showed them the entrance to the armory. Cut into the cold stone of the bedrock below Tanrial, an ancient tunnel ran deeper still. It was cold, the air stale and unmoving, as if none had stirred in this place for lifetimes.

      They came to a large door, a ring hanging from it. Cade took the cold metal in his hand and pulled it open. Soundlessly, it hinged open, and beyond was a small chamber filled to bursting with equipment, armor, and weapons beyond counting. Dozens of sets of Silver Guard armor lined a far shelf alongside shields, spears, and gladius-style short swords. It was enough to outfit an army. That their Inventories were limited caused Cade to regret sending the others back. Yet they would have burden enough, especially trying to get the huge man out of the city.

      As his mind struggled to consider what might be most important for their cause, Ketzal cleared her throat and called his attention.

      “What is it?” he asked, eyes still clinging to every blade and polished surface.

      “Here. This is the real treasure, Cade. As well as the tragedy.” The sound of her mournful voice pulled his eyes away from the weapon racks, and he looked to see a huge chest. It was large enough to contain two of him kneeling side by side.

      Within it gleamed swords, knives, rings, maces, javelins and every other kind of weapon and armor he could imagine. Many were mysterious in form, too strange for him to imagine how they might function. Each and every one shone silver, an undying color that indicated a kind of metal that would not break or dull or erode.

      Cade gasped, for he was looking at the greatest prize in Antinium, a horde of hundreds of soul weapons, each once bonded with a person now either dead or left powerless.
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      They spent several precious minutes looking through the trove of soul weapons. None of them knew what Vormer would be capable of when they faced him next, but it was obvious he would have grown in power once more. They needed an edge, something to guarantee their victory.

      Cade found a necklace that granted a unique skill called Finger of the Sun God. Its description sounded devastating, so he took it and put it around his neck. Satemi put a ring on her finger and slipped a fingerless glove around her hand, grinning like a fool.

      Ketzal fished through the pile patiently, and at last, held up a thin and elegant diadem. She placed it on her head and gave Cade a wink when she caught him admiring her beauty. “You like the way it makes me look?” she said.

      “I’ve always known you were a queen, Ketzal. It is good you’re finally wearing the trappings of one.” She grinned back, but when she told him its function, he nearly choked. The demoness looked like she could step up on a stage and tell an audience how her greatest hope would be world peace, but with the crown on her head, she would be strong enough to demand it.

      Then Satemi gasped, dropping a heavy mace into the hoard unceremoniously. She held a long cord, almost like a vine, but of course, made of soul steel. On each end was a sphere the size of a large marble. The woman held it up, allowing Cade and Ketzal to examine her find. It was called Lasso of Cleaving, but the skill it bestowed was far more significant. When they read the description of the weapon’s capabilities, they understood why she’d been so enthralled. If anything could help them win the upcoming battle, it was this.

      Heading deeper within the bowels of the golden city, Cade felt the pressure of the stone, the soil, and the tons of golden metal above him. He was afraid of tight spaces, but the endless tunnel they jogged through felt like a tomb. His tomb to be exact.

      It’s just your fucking imagination. Snap out of it, Cade. Yet the further they went, the tighter his chest felt.

      At last, the group came to a silver door, simple in make and seeming out of place compared to the overwrought glory of the city above. It stood out in a jarring way. Was this how the city looked long before the travelers messed with the Interface? Considering the thought made his mind whir. Tanrial had been here for a very long time. All the while, people were messing with it. When he’d first come to this place, he simply thought of the city as what it was, not how it had become that way. What would happen to any city if a mana-empowered Interface could change its shape continuously for a thousand years?

      Satemi pulled the door open, and Cade stepped through into a long room. Immediately, he knew they’d made it to the right place.

      At one side was an Interface, exactly like the one they’d accessed outside of Camp Casmeer. Its golden construction was lit up and functioning, almost as if it were waiting for him to step up and take over.

      Yet what caught his attention next unsettled him to the core. An abomination of technology, magic, and some creepy god’s aesthetic stood like a testament to how wrong the city had become. This was where Vormer had twisted things. He’d been busy too, by the look of it, and Cade was worried they might indeed be too late. Cade knew at once this was the Shrine of Aten.

      A pillar of golden metal ran up the far wall, the same as those that went everywhere in the bowels of Tanrial. It was how the power was transferred from place to place. This one, however, was bisected, and where the metal had been shorn away, the glowing entrails of arcane wiring were exposed. They were clear, like polymer or crystal, and within flowed a constant stream of mana.

      The wires and the mana they carried fed into what looked like a monstrosity made of bones and fragments of salvaged metal. The bones all had different shapes, the skeletons of a hundred kinds of creature, all boiled white. They were entwined into a recognizable pattern. Starting at the ground, the bones twisted up and around in a perfect half circle, fingers curling off all along its ridge.

      It formed an image of writhing flame.

      In its center, and suspended from the arc’s apex, hung a massive skull. Long fangs filled its mouth, and atop its crown sprouted horns. An ancient and primitive language was carved into the skull and mandible. Though he’d never seen the remains of one of the great beasts before, Cade knew it was the skull of a Kotani ape.

      “Their relic! This must have been what the apes were searching for!” Cade whispered in wonder.

      Satemi came forward alongside him, her eyes searching the recesses of the room. “Yes, Cade. I suspect you are right. We should take it with us.”

      The two took a step forward, but as they did, a flash of heat made them pause in their steps. A golden light burned before them, surrounding the shrine and scorching their skin. The two stumbled back, shielding their eyes.

      Poor Ketzal’s reaction was more profound. The demoness cried out wordlessly, and when Cade looked to see her, a deep and knowing fear was in her eyes.

      The skull’s jaw opened and a flickering light ignited within its gaping eyes. It looked around and found them cowering. And then it spoke. “If you come, you will bow. Stand in awe of Aten’s glory and swear allegiance to the light!” a voice rumbled through the walls themselves.

      Shit. Now a god is talking to us, Cade thought in his head. And for some reason, he is acting like a huge freaking cliché!

      The others came here and bowed before him. He burned away their minds. I remember it all now, everything. We mustn’t do the same, Cade! Ketzal cried out in his mind.

      Still looking at her, he tried to send her what comfort he could. We will do no such thing. Calm down, Ketzal. Vormer is not here. I am.

      She broke her eyes away from the bright visage of Aten and found his. Immediately, the rigidity of her body relaxed somewhat, and she took a series of deep breaths. We have to kill this thing, Cade, she said, a certainty filling her mental voice that he could not deny.

      Turning back, Cade answered. “We do not come to bow before you, Aten, but to tear you down.”

      The god burned brighter, and Cade felt an inexorable will settle over his own. It was urging him forward, to come and to kneel. “What makes you think you have a choice? I am ancient. I will have your subservience or your death. You may choose.”

      Cade fought against the pull on his mind, focusing on not stepping forward. It was a struggle that had him covered in sweat and trembling. Satemi groaned beside him. She was struggling too. If they couldn’t refuse the god’s simple request, how could they expect to end him?

      Then from behind them, a new force manifested. It was less pronounced, a subtle thing at first, but growing stronger by the second. He knew what, who it was. Though he’d lost his ability to turn his head, all of his strength focused instead on refusing to bend to Aten’s will, he felt Ketzal’s mind blooming behind him.

      It was as if a shadow were spreading across the room, pushing against the blinding light of The Burning God. Odd, to think of shadow or darkness as a force of good, but it was Ketzal. He could even see it in his mind’s eye. A veil of deep purple, like a moonless sky at midnight, pressed into the terrible gold light that burned him.

      When it reached Cade, he gasped, the force suddenly diminishing. He turned then to see what the demoness was doing. Her arms were flung out to either side, and her eyes glowed a bright lavender. Behind and above her spread the same dark wings she’d grown when she attacked Camp Casmeer under Vormer’s influence. She was in her full power, by herself suppressing the will of a god. She was divine.

      But then Satemi interrupted his musings. “Cade. We must finish this. I don’t think Ketzal can hold out indefinitely.”

      “Good. What do we do though? Smash the skull? I doubt we can get much closer.”

      Satemi grinned, a bead of sweat rolling down her cheek. “Remember the last god we faced? Not Yotri, who was only a demon anyway, but the shadow beast. This creature, this Aten, has real power, but where does it come from? Where does he draw his power?”

      Cade thought on the warrior’s words, then examined the situation from a new light. A skull with golden light in its eyes was talking to them, asking them to bow down to its power. Yet it was relying on the mana coursing through the circuitry of Tanrial!

      “How dare you seek to suppress the light of Aten’s glory! I will burn away your shadows soon enough. Already, I can feel your will faltering, young demon!” Aten bellowed, the force of his light increasing in strength once more.

      Ketzal answered, her voice deep and resounding. “Your light is stolen. You are nothing but the twisted image of a god. This is your last day in Tanrial.”

      “Blasphemy! My servant shall make you kneel! He will—”

      Satemi cut the godling short as she snapped back, “He isn’t here! So he won’t do anything of the sort.” She looked to Cade then gestured to the wires running down the wall, lending support to his initial thought. Cade nodded back.

      “I am the light of this world, and soon, I’ll be strong enough to take a new body. I will be tall and glorious, an unending force. I will remember your refusal when that time comes,” Aten said, the teeth clacking in the ape’s jaw he spoke through.

      Cade took a step, and then another. Soon, he was walking around the fiery sphere of influence and toward the source of the power. Satemi followed, and though their movements were slow and halting, Aten’s grip on them was fallible.

      Cade looked at the place where the wires spilled from the golden beam. He thought to pull back his axe and cut through it all. That would surely kill the god. But how is it going to feel when I get zapped with mana? Cade wondered, his thoughts returning to the mana poisoning Sholl had suffered. Instead, he held out his new ring, and aiming his intention at the base of the wires, used the ability Mana Sponge.

      Immediately, the power drained into his ring instead of into the wires that fed Aten. The wires faded somewhat, going clear as the mana coursed along its path but no longer replenished.

      Then Aten wigged the fuck out. “You seek to destroy me! I am the light, the truth, the way to an everlasting power.”

      Cade ignored the god’s ranting and held out his axe to Satemi. “Cut the wires! Do it now! I don’t think the skill will absorb for much longer.”

      Without hesitating a second, Satemi snatched the axe and swung. The first stroke clipped two of the wires neatly, but three more remained. She swung again, cutting two more and scoring a gash in the last. Aten’s stolen jaw worked in frustration, screaming all the while. “I am he who burns! The messenger in the night, the flame and the forge!”

      Satemi swung one last time, and the final wire was cut free. Cade released the skill, feeling his body and new soul weapon hum with power. He felt sick, as if his body had been overfilled with energy.

      The mana, released from Cade’s skill, poured from the cut wires, but was not taken up again by the severed ends. They watched as the god spouted out his own religion, irrelevant and unreal. And when the last of the glowing magic reached the skull and ran out, the huge skull fell slack, the jaw clacking open lifelessly.

      Cade collapsed to the ground beside Satemi. Both were covered in sweat, yet strangely, the room felt cool now. The light and the heat were gone, leaving nothing behind but the memory of the strange battle. Ketzal was on one knee, holding herself upright with fists pressed to the ground. Her wings were gone, and she stared blankly, panting from exhaustion.

      “Well done, Ketzal. And to think, I once considered killing you,” Satemi said, smiling at the demoness.

      Ketzal laughed, her white teeth shining. “As if you had a chance.”

      After a few minutes, the three found the strength to stand once more. Time was pressing, and though their limbs still shook with effort, they had to finish.

      “Second non-god we’ve killed recently. I am thinking there’s a song in that, or at the very least a joke. We’ll need to brainstorm when we get done with this shit,” Cade said, reaching up and jerking the skull down from its attachments. When he had done so, he stored the bone in his Inventory, feeling the added weight affect him. They’d already taken all of the soul weapons and a few of the nicer pieces of equipment from the armory. It was enough to make them all feel as if they had lead in their legs. But leaving it all behind felt even more of a crime.

      When they’d finished, they stood back and noticed something troubling. A faint golden haze was shimmering about the base of the shrine, the bones themselves seeming almost alive with the residual energy. The mana was dripping onto the floor and had touched the foot of the shrine. Though the skull had been removed, Cade worried that Aten might find some other way to come back and exert his will.

      “Back up, guys. I know what to do,” Cade said, and pulled out several of the acid bombs he’d created. He gave the girls two each to throw, and they took turns pelting the shrine.

      The bones were destroyed in clouds of smoke, and as the room began to fill with the acrid stench, Ketzal pointed out the only other tasks they had to accomplish. “The Mana Shards are over here!” she shouted. Then gestured to Cade. “You, try to access the Interface. I’ll store the shards. There are dozens, but they are small and do not weigh much.”

      The demoness ran to the opposite corner of the room and retrieved a small chest, the item disappearing into her Inventory instantly.

      Cade strode to the Interface and placed his hand upon it. Closing his eyes, he called out in his mind to Micah, the Interface demon. He was not successful.

      Over and over, the same message rung out in his mind. Tanrial Interface Access Denied. Override System Corroded.

      “It won’t work. Let’s just get out of here!” Cade cried, and Ketzal led them to a door in the opposite wall.

      By then, the mana had begun pooling around the altar, the cut wiring still draining the excess mana at an alarming rate. The acid from the bombs had begun to slow in their decimation of the shrine, yet sticking around to see what the acid would do when it reached the mana was an experiment Cade preferred not to see.

      The group ducked out through the door and ran ahead a few hundred feet until they came to an incredible flight of stairs.

      They climbed, hundreds of stairs all leading up to the surface of Tanrial. Halfway before they reached the sunlit archway above, a muffled boom resounded below. It sent a shockwave through the ground.

      “That’s what we get for playing at chemistry!” Cade called out as they continued their retreat.

      The sun outside had an odd quality to it. It seemed brighter than ever and strangely colored. Blinking in an attempt to adjust to the harsh sunlight, Cade finally looked up and his jaw dropped. High above them, a clear and empty sky shone. The ether storm had either ended or moved on, but that wasn’t what surprised him. It was the complete and utter lack of a dome.

      Their shenanigans had blown Tanrial’s system. There was no telling what else might have gone wrong or stopped working, and worse, there was no way to know if it would ever work again.

      Satemi and Ketzal shared a glance with him. They too had noticed. Shrugging, the three resolved to end the final threat that remained. Vormer was the one who’d gotten this ball of shit rolling. It was their job to be the shovel.

      Ketzal pointed down an alley. “The portal is this way. That is the only other place he might be.”

      Cade and Satemi nodded, and the three jogged off, hungry for the fight ahead.
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      It was hard to understand what he was looking at. Vormer, for a certain, had to be within the writhing mess of black liquid. It wound about his body, connecting to him like strands of hellish webbing. What was confusing was figuring out which parts of his body were which.

      Then he saw the lion’s gauntlets clutching the portal’s silver frame, and the two limbs of black flesh writhing constantly to either side were his arms. Below, Vormer’s body was wrapped in the foul substance, his golden armor pocked and corroded everywhere it appeared. Two thick trunks sank to the ground, attaching the villain to a vast pool of the abyssal substance.

      Where the fuck is his head? Cade wondered. Throwing caution to the wind, he shouted out a challenge. He only knew one thing. The bastard had to be stopped from finishing whatever it was he’d started. Might as well get the show on the god dammed road.

      “Vormer! What in the seven hells are you doing?”

      The figure straightened, and up rose the lion’s head, his golden scales looking sickly and tarnished, as if someone had dissolved Vormer’s flesh in acid. When he answered, it was not in a voice Cade recognized. Rather, it sounded like a dozen voices, each deeper than the last. “Cade! You’ve come to die? Oh, and look. You’ve brought some of the whores that fled my city so long ago. Welcome, Satemi. I’ve missed your lips!”

      “You’ve never known them! And I’m going to kill you for thinking otherwise!” Satemi growled, striding toward the portal.

      Cade reached forward and grabbed her arm. “Hold on! I want to kill him too, but I do not think you should touch that stuff.”

      The woman looked back and observed the nightmare liquid with him. It was viscous and seemed slick, yet pulsed with strength. There was a quality about it that seemed at once like slime and then like the hard exterior of a shell.

      Vormer turned, and Cade saw a golden light burning out from his eyes. “I felt it. You’ve killed poor Aten. But it does not matter. He chose me as his vessel, and I have taken all that was his power. Now I am so much more than I once was.”

      “Yeah, you’re a real looker, Vormer. Now why don’t you stop doing whatever it is you’re doing to the portal. For all you know, you might destroy all of Antinium,” Cade said, hoping there was even a shred of sense left in the man’s mind.

      The wracking laughter that followed convinced him his hope was pure folly. After the wheezing mirth of a dozen voices calmed down, the thing that was Vormer spoke again. “With Aten’s power, I became the light. And with the light, I sought the dark. Now, can’t you see that I am both?”

      It was an impressive sight, Cade had to admit. Vormer had released the portal, and with great effort, began to move his legs.

      The blackness constricted around his form, sinking into his golden skin. The lion clenched his teeth, fangs bared in a grimace. Cade thought he heard him growling in pain, a mad gleam in his eyes.

      Then the liquid, the essence of the void itself, filled Vormer’s body, making him denser, more massive. The pool shrank as it absorbed into his once-bright frame, and when it was over, the lion stood before them like a beacon of volatile power.

      His body churned with strength, the muscles rippling. He breathed deeply, tasting the air anew. Vormer was no longer gold and unblemished, he was a marbled mess, a monster. His body was streaked with black, and though his form had not changed, it was obvious he’d grown much stronger.

      Vormer held out a hand toward them. “Are you sure you’ve made the right decision?” he said in his warbled voice. “Am I not worthy of worship and supplication?”

      Cade spat on the ground, trusting the gesture would suffice.

      Again, the beast laughed, the sound coming out painfully. Cade’s hackles rose. Every instinct within him screamed to flee. But this was his world now, and he would be damned if a nightmare like this would be allowed to walk about freely. No, this pile of bullshit ends here and now.

      When the monster ceased its laughing fit, it smiled. Even its teeth were marbled between white and black, a terrifying sight. “Come now, Cade. Don’t you think—” Vormer began again.

      An Explosive Shot leapt from the barrel of Cade’s blast axe, bursting in Vormer’s neck. A splash of black liquid fell to the ground, but otherwise, the monster was unharmed. Before it could speak again, Cade let him know they were done talking. “We didn’t come here to listen to you spout nonsense. So shut the fuck up and fight us. Satemi, Ketzal, let’s do this!”

      Vormer growled, a primal sound his former self never would have indulged in. The wound in his neck had stopped hemorrhaging, and now only blackness remained.

      He stepped away from the portal, moving toward them with intent. As he did so, they could see behind him. An arcane symbol had been etched across the silver surface of the portal, and a hole had been opened up. Beyond, only a vast emptiness loomed. Cade got the feeling that he was both looking up into a heavens that had no end, and teetering over the edge of a great precipice.

      “What did you do, Vormer?” he asked, his voice cold. Regardless of the confidence he felt in facing Vormer, he knew there would be lasting consequences.

      “I was attempting to summon a champion. You’ve interrupted me, stopped me in the middle of a great and wondrous work. But,” Vormer continued, glancing down at his arms. “Now that I think of it, I feel more than capable of finishing you three right now.”

      The grin that crossed the lion’s face was maddening. Then his form rippled and shifted. He fell forward, his leonine features becoming exaggerated. A long, black tail lifted above him, and he crawled on all fours. Gone was any hint of Vormer’s humanity. He wasn’t a man who was prideful and vain, one that delighted in music and fine wine as well as power and politics. No, this was the beast within unleashed by the shadow substance that bound him.

      He charged, relentless and half blind with fury.

      His first attack was aimed at Ketzal. Her whip lashed out, the golden weapon sparking in the air as it met and deflected the blow. Cade fired his ring’s acid attack while Satemi upped them all by summoning and throwing a Boom Stick. The blast forced them all back another few feet, but when they looked up, more of Vormer’s body had been blown apart and was already being replaced by the shadow substance.

      The lion hissed, whipping his tail and striking the ground before Satemi. The ground erupted, chunks of stone flying into Satemi’s face. The warrior rolled away and stood back up, blood spilling down her gorgeous face from a dozen small cuts.

      His tail lashed out once more, this time aimed at Cade. The man only had time to lift his buckler and trigger Shroom Shield. The attack landed like a peal of thunder. Cade felt his arm shatter, and the weapon crumble apart, still attached to his body.

      Seeing two of his foes held at bay, the lion focused once more on the demoness he’d once bound so closely to his purpose. Vormer lifted his paw, a crackling ball of fell energy forming on the tips of each talon. Then he struck. Ketzal held up her shield and blocked, the force shield emerging instantly to protect her. Skill-enhanced as it was, Vormer’s claws still cut through the shield’s surface. The soul weapon seemed to flicker out, the sheen that characterized the quality of its steel going dim.

      Stumbling back, Ketzal threw down the weapon. “It’s dead! He killed the weapon!”

      “He did with mine too. This is no longer Vormer. Whatever it is we fight, it is not of Antinium,” Cade said, throwing the remains of the buckler he’d come to care for to the ground beside him. He held his left arm close to his chest, the bones broken beyond immediate repair. Even if the buckler were still functioning, he wasn’t sure if he could count on Restoration of the Grove to heal him.

      The lion rose up taller than ever, his chest puffing up with the gloating pride of imminent victory.

      Satemi, ever the one to spoil a party, held out her gloved hand and a javelin made of ice exploded from her palm, piercing the lion’s shoulder. Vormer roared in pain, but the shadow ate away at the weapon and began healing itself once more. Targeting Satemi next, the lion sprinted forward, claws flashing.

      Cade thought maybe that was what the woman had wanted, for as soon as he did so, she activated her ultimate skill. Just as she had the last time she faced Vormer, Satemi’s sword grew longer, turning a bright crimson, and when she moved to dodge his attack, she was a blur.

      The warrior danced with the lion, who’d continued to grow in size, the umbilicus of dark energy still pouring out of the void to feed him. Her swords were devastating, tearing through the lion’s flesh with ease. She struck three times at his front leg, the final attack cutting through the lion’s leg. Vormer toppled forward, snapping at Satemi with savage teeth. She dodged easily and slashed the lion across his chest then pulled back, driving her sword directly into his throat.

      Any normal beast would have died twice over. But the shadow was alive now. It had consumed the man they once feared. Even as Cade looked up in horror, the golden light that had filled his eyes, the pervasion of Aten, winked out, orbs of shining onyx taking its place.

      “I am not flesh and blood any longer. You cannot hurt me, only feed my hunger,” Vormer spoke, his voice like an echo through a dark canyon.

      Satemi fell back as the wound closed up, pulling her sword into the monster’s chest. “No!” she screamed, lamenting the lost blade. The woman growled in fury and unsheathed Vormer’s old weapon, facing the demon lion fearlessly.

      “Wait! Let’s use it now. There is no use in waiting. We’ll all be dead in a few moments if we don’t try,” Cade said.

      The lion roared, and a dozen beams of dark power exploded from his back. Each portion of his body that had been removed began to sprout writhing tentacles, and when those had finished forming, each of these grew barbed mouths. Holy shit. We are so absolutely fucked, Cade thought, despair falling on his shoulders like a thousand pounds of stone.

      But instead of falling to his knees like he wanted to, Cade, the Chimera Lord of Camp Casmeer, held his axe up with his one good arm. “Do it! Now, Satemi!” he shouted, and fired an Explosive Shot in the lion’s face to buy them a second more. The blast tore away part of an eye, but it grew back, blacker than ever, in less than a moment.

      Satemi ran to Cade’s side, shouting to Ketzal. “Come quickly. I don’t think we have much time.” The demoness arrived at Cade’s side just as Vormer’s tentacles seemed to grow aware of their presence. A dozen mouths opened wide in savage delight, and the lion roared once more. He was now the size of Bellows if not the shape. The massive lion stretched over thirty feet long, his head large enough to devour Cade whole. And when he roared, Cade stared down into the darkest pit of hell and found himself wanting.

      He felt the cord wrap around his waist, cool and unyielding. Ketzal gripped the other end, and then a surge of power ripped through him. They were bound, the Lasso of Cleaving pooling their power together into a single tangible river. He felt like screaming out and defying the shadow beast with his voice alone.

      Instead, Cade dropped his axe and held up the necklace he’d found. With Satemi and Ketzal’s Attributes, mana, and very life force pounding in his veins, Cade activated Finger of the Sun God.

      A pin of light shot forward, straight down the lion’s still-gaping maw. For a fraction of a second, Cade imagined he saw fear or recognition in the cat’s terrible eyes. But then a column of fiery light exploded from the necklace, a waterfall of sunlight. It wasn’t the foul golden light of Aten, somehow evil in its glory, but pure and unadorned sunlight.

      The lion that was once Vormer roared in torment, the tentacles that had grown across its back incinerating into dust. Its great body shuddered with suppressed strength. More and more of the sun’s power poured down the monster’s throat, illuminating every particle of its body with light.

      Then the beam tore through the lion’s back, burning out of its tail and striking the portal itself. The silver metal that was left shattered, and the light burned through the hole that loomed before them. Cade marveled in the power coursing through his mortal frame. He wasn’t designed to contain such power, but the combination of the lasso and the necklace had turned him into a god killer.

      And when the beam of light ceased, he fell to his knees beside Satemi and Ketzal. All three shook with the strain of expended mana. They exchanged looks of awe and horror, for they knew their act had nearly taken their lives.

      In front of them, the lion stood defiant until the last. Its body was rigid, the liquid black that composed its muscles now rigid and dry. A breeze tumbled up from the city below, and the great beast shattered into dust, billowing away in a cloud of midnight. Behind it, where the portal once stood, was a fist-sized ball of black power.

      As they marveled at the thing, it began to expand, just a little at first, and then more quickly. It had an unstable quality to it, sometimes contracting and then expanding in jerks. Around it danced tiny sparks of shifting mana.

      “I don’t know what that is,” admitted Cade, hauling himself to his feet. “But I think we should be gone from here before it gets any bigger.”

      Satemi nodded and helped Ketzal stand once more. Unwrapping the lasso from around Cade’s waist, the three turned their back on the growing orb and ran through Tanrial.

      Each step wracked Cade with jarring pain. The shattered bones in his arm cut through his flesh, but all he could do was clutch it to his chest and run as fast as he could. The city seemed empty until they passed the vast hanging gardens Ketzal had shown him so many weeks ago. They were picked clean, and a few apes still climbed to retrieve what was left.

      “Ketzal. You have to tell them to leave. Everyone needs to get out of here.” Satemi and Cade waited a minute while Ketzal ran to deliver the message. She spoke to the apes in frenzied gestures then turned back and rejoined them. Looking up the hill on a whim, Cade saw an ever-expanding sphere of onyx energy, now audibly thrumming with charged energy.

      Pointing, he fell into a run, Satemi and Ketzal staring wide-eyed until they too ran after him. A handful of apes followed, and Cade only hoped everyone else had gotten the god-damned memo.

      At the edge of the city, they found Bellows. On his back were the others from Camp Casmeer and a host of guards and servants, all free of Vormer’s influence, waiting on their instructions. The Kotani tribe stood by, their leader sitting proudly on his haunches and ignoring the scores of wounds he bore from the fighting.

      “Everyone, we need to leave now! Try to keep up as well as you can. If anyone falls behind, make sure they get help. Is there anyone incapable of walking?” Cade asked the crowd, and a few soldiers were brought forth, already strapped down to makeshift stretchers.

      Cade ordered the rest to head off toward Camp Casmeer, entrusting the Kotani Ma himself to spearhead the retreat. Those that were grievously injured were given Healing Tinctures and herbs to stabilize them, then, lashing the stretchers together side by side, he roped them to Bellows’ harness.

      Climbing aboard himself with the help of Satemi and the others, Cade fought a bout of dizziness. The pain in his arm throbbed, and his head spun. Focus, Cade. Pain is just… he began in his mind before shrugging the cliché away. Pain is fucking pain. I’ll just need to suck it up.

      “Move out!” he shouted, then barked an Alpha’s Call, surprising even himself at the number of those around him who received the buff. This action inspired a few others with party-enhancing skills, and soon, they were all moving quicker, feeling stronger, their bodies healing at an alarming rate. The potential of traveling or fighting in a large group suddenly dawned on him. This could be truly amazing. And then of course he remembered the extent of Vormer’s betrayal in Antinium. The engineers of this world had intended for this compounding effect, yet the golden lion had taken it away for himself. Rather than live amongst a society that thrived on cooperation, he’d sequestered the power to himself and ultimately made for a weaker, more vulnerable humanity.

      The group fled across the open field, getting farther away by the second. Just before they reached the forest, Cade stole a glance of the city. Atop the hill at its center shone the black sphere. It was massive, almost as large as one of the great domes of Tanrial. “Faster!” he bellowed, and the refugees fled deeper into the jungle.

      A handful of minutes later and the world cracked open. The sphere had collapsed in upon itself, the unstable energy erupting outward in all directions. A shock wave made the jungle shudder, every plant and leaf feeling the quake as it passed. Then a terrible storm of shrapnel followed. Trees were cut down in swaths and the foliage shorn away.

      Those fleeing the city had made it far, but for some, the distance was not great enough. Having survived the wars that led to Vormer’s command, then the brutality of his iron-fisted regime, many were cut down by twisted chunks of golden metal as they spun wildly through the air. Their friends and loved ones held them, their bodies torn to shreds. Another dozen at least of the already-dwindled ranks fell in that blast, more than a handful of the Kotani apes as well.

      The retreat stopped then, for a few were injured badly, but thanks to skills and remedies, were given a third chance at life.

      Cade sat atop Bellows and stared at the wreckage behind them. The forest was mostly cut down, leaving a partial view of Tanrial. The top of it was gone, blasted away in the explosion. Smoke rose in and gathered above, and for minutes afterward, fragments of metal showered around them. It was a perverse rain, the intermittent sound of which Cade would never forget.

      Feeling inspired to lead those around him, he called in his loudest voice. “Look to those around you! These are your brothers and your sisters. We will show you your new home, but let us rest an hour before we begin the journey. If anyone is hungry or thirsty, come to the boar and ask one of us. We have supplies in plenty.”

      In the time that followed, Cade met many of the refugees. A few he recognized, the musicians and servants that had danced before him, one of the women who’d bathed him. It was odd, seeing them unbound from Vormer, and yet it gave him a feeling of great comfort. Though they’d lost many, these were lives that had been saved.

      He dismounted after the wave of refugees had come for food and water. Approaching the apes who’d made their own little gathering off to the side, Cade winced to see they only numbered fifteen or twenty. The beasts had given up over half of their warriors for this fight. Cade found their chief, the Kotani Ma, and bowing before the massive ape, summoned the skull.

      Immediately, the apes fell silent. The Kotani Ma bowed in return and picked up the relic. Shattering every preconceived notion Cade had developed in this world, the ape made the huge skull disappear in his own Inventory.

      Then he waved a few of his fellows over and set an assortment of fruit, plant stalks, and seeds, all of which Minda scooped up. She begged Ketzal to tell them how grateful she was, and then with the help of the demoness, they invited the Kotani to come and visit in one month’s time. The Kotani Ma agreed, then scared Cade half to death when he gripped the man, his hand wrapping around his shoulder and upper body, and pulled him in for an odd embrace. The huge ape pressed his forehead into Cade’s and a jolt of power entered his frail body.

      After, the ape rousted his group of warriors and charged off into the forest on their own path home.

      As the new members of Camp Casmeer stood up and prepared for a long march to a home they’d never seen before, Cade marveled at what the ape had done to him.

      Examining his Character Sheet, he found he’d gained a status called Kotani Touched. Not only did he grow several inches as the women around him watched on in awe, but he gained 3 Attribute Points in Strength and in Constitution. The second made his already-healing bones finally click back into place, the pain at last subsiding.

      He breathed easily as Bellows began to amble along. They’d succeeded, and he was lucky enough to have become stronger despite the costs.

      Minda called to Satemi, looking at her friend across the boar’s back. “I don’t know about you, but I always like watching my man grow.”

      They all laughed at the lame joke, grateful to be alive and able to make such petty comments. Cade smiled, but for the life of him, he couldn’t think of anything to throw back. Oh well, he mused. I have a lifetime ahead of me to think of something clever.
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      The march back to Camp Casmeer had been difficult, many of their numbers still slowly healing from injuries received in either the fight for or retreat from Tanrial. Yet despite the foot-sore quality of their group, there was also a spirit of relief and pervasive hope.

      That night went long and late. Despite the intermittent buffs that members provided, amping Stamina, Strength, or Dexterity, it took a lot longer on foot than it had on Bellows. They were safe though. Nothing but the Kotani would attack such a large group, many of which were armed and well trained. The Kotani were their allies though, a boon which Cade planned on cherishing.

      It was late afternoon the next day when they passed below the trees of the Earthen Apes. Cade stood below them, eyeing their alpha and hoping none would dare attack his group. If they chose to, this might very well be the moment the apes were put down. His buckler was shattered, so his Canopy of Occlusion was nothing more than a memory. The soul weapon would be sorely missed.

      Yet touching the necklace that hung around his neck brought up the trove of recovered weapons they’d taken from Tanrial’s armory. Part of him still ached at how many beautifully crafted shield, swords, spears, and suits of armor were left behind. The soul weapons though, they would prove to be the most effective way of handing power back to the many people who passed by with little more than the clothes on their back. A few of those wore sheer veils that could hardly be called clothing. Minda and Satemi had singled these out as the cold settled around them the previous night. To those, women one and all, the two gave the extra hide clothes. Ugly and ill-fitting, the previous sex slaves clutched at the thick furs as if they were mink coats.

      Exhausted but grateful, the people of Tanrial streamed into Camp Casmeer as the sky was aflame with sunset. Minda and Satemi set to roasting as much meat as possible, recruiting help from a few trusty guards who were grateful of being freed. Ketzal announced that the waterfall would still be warm for a while yet, and most of the travelers made their way up the slope and bathed. Many of the soldiers took their armor and washed off the blood of those they’d fought beside or against, all while under Vormer’s mind control. Weeping was heard all around, some fierce and raging, but most quiet and privately expressed. It was the relief they felt as well as a lingering sense of guilt for having survived while so many others did not.

      That night, every shelter was filled, the two large extra shelters the original group had constructed holding ten sleepers at once. The rest were put up in the few tents Minda held so dearly, or under a broad swath of hide hung between two shelters. In total, thirty-one survivors of the Battle for Tanrial slept that night. Cade and the other five members took turns pulling guard so nobody else had to. When Cade woke Sholl, who’d found a place beside the bird woman Polde, he felt a growing anxiety he could not identify at first. Lying behind Minda and sidling closer, he examined his thought. At last, he realized that with such an influx of new people, he could not trust those around him. Surely, as people often do, others would dissent, go against his wishes, perhaps even act to harm him or those he loved.

      For the first time, Cade considered trying to create a lock of some kind to keep the storage hut off limits.

      Maybe we can form a council. A leader will be necessary, and that might end up being me, but we need a council as well so that a vote matters and everyone feels heard. The thoughts stirred a yawn from him, and he shook his head. What the fuck is happening to me? he teased himself. I forge allies, overthrow a city, and now think of politics.

      The next day was an odd mix of business as usual and completely foreign territory. A few villagers made themselves useful at the cook fire, two even choosing cooking Occupations and doing so with gusto. The meal was delicious, but it was obvious their food would run out soon. The village ate more than Bellows now, who they’d sent off to forage on his own.

      Minda met with two men and a woman who expressed interest in sharing her garden. After giving him a wink, she led the small group down to her herbs and mushrooms, and they spent the better part of the day planning on how best to expand the garden. It could no longer serve as a place to grow medicine and delicacies. The garden would need to produce a good amount of food. And Cade was sure they could pull it off, for even before they left, Minda had instructed a young man in what Occupation to choose if he were to assist her best.

      Gemma approached him afterward, five more of the villagers at her back. “Cade, these people wish to hunt with me. I know you do not appreciate hunting alone, not in the deeper parts of the jungle at least, so I thought two groups of three, or when we feel it is safe enough in a few days, three groups of two. Together, we should be able to bring in larger game.”

      “Great plan, Gemma. For now, you are the lead hunter.” Turning to those who’d chosen to come on the hunt, he added, “Listen to her. Okay? She has only been in this world a short while, but hunted in this part of the jungle more than you have. Gemma is also a very capable warrior. Any arguments?”

      Thankfully, none were raised, and as the group left, Cade noted that instead of dissent, Gemma inspired trust and confidence in those that followed her. Girl doesn’t even know it, but she might end up becoming a leader one day.

      When Cade finished looking over their stock of materials and equipment, having deposited everything but the soul weapons the previous night, he sighed and found a man who seemed trustworthy. An older man whose eyes searched those around him, a hint of worry touching his face.

      “Hey there. My name’s Cade. What might I call you?”

      The man appeared completely human but for the long fangs that were exposed when he answered. “I’m Vrin. Pleasure to meet. Have nice village here and a thanks for welcoming.”

      The two shook hands, and Cade noted Vrin’s incredible strength. He hadn’t tried to crush Cade’s hand, rather it felt like holding something as implacable as a bar of steel.

      “Do you have any plans today? If not, I may have a job for you,” Cade asked, hoping he might gauge more of the man’s motivations by how he answered.

      A huge sigh of relief billowed from the man’s lungs. “No ideas for what to do. I have been worried. What is Vrin to do? I am good for killing. I am good for defending. No other skills and have no Occupation yet. What does Cade need?”

      Cade smiled. The frank and open manner in which Vrin spoke eased his doubts. Nobody could be trusted implicitly, but he felt he knew what kind of man this was. “How do you feel about being a guard? I would like you to patrol the town center, helping anyone you can with whatever they need, but staying close.” Pointing to the storage shed filled with valuables, Cade added, “Staying close enough to keep an eye on this.”

      Vrin sighed again, nodding his head. “This I can do. Not a problem.”

      “And maybe you can find two or three more who seem at a loss for how they should help out. Ask them to join you, rotate shifts, and make sure not to harm or offend anyone else if possible.”

      Vrin held up his old Silver Guard spear, his armor dented from battle but cleaned of blood. He gave Cade a salute by slamming his gauntleted hand over his chest then walked off to do his duty.

      That is the kind of Joe that makes it to 1st Sergeant. Dude is duty all the way up to his fucking teeth.

      Watching the man go, Cade breathed a little easier. Delegation was the job of the day, and as he looked around, he noted that most of the new arrivals still sat around completely lost to how they should help out.

      Ketzal came up to him and alleviated the problem further. “Cade, I was going to ask everyone if any want to become Beast Callers, trainers, or in any way work with animals. Then wanted to take Bellows on a little jaunt to show them how I work with him. Who knows, maybe we could find other boars or beasts to bond with.”

      “That would be great. I was just worrying about what everyone would do with themselves. Go ahead and take whoever you like,” Cade said, then gave the demoness a kiss on the cheek as she left, savoring her lingering perfume.

      She approached the largest group of aimless refugees and called out in a voice far more confident than would have been possible just a week ago. Another handful of people left with her shortly after, cutting down the crowd once more.

      By then, Vrin had found himself a clutch of guardsmen, all of whom were talking companionably, near the storage hut. The man threw Cade a quick wink when he caught him watching. Yes, he is the right man for the job. Captain of the guard sounds about right.

      Cade walked toward the remaining refugees, wracking his brain with a solution to how to occupy the rest. In an act of love or unknown compassion, Satemi met him halfway. The woman held up her hands, smiling as she did so. “Cade, I know. We must find a spear for every hand. I was thinking of gathering everyone else and starting on a few construction projects. As you can see, we will need at least a few more shelters. Also, I want to build rope ladders and the like, then take a team up the pass. If we can make it easier to climb to the bluff above us, we will have easy access to additional hunting or foraging grounds. What do you think?”

      He nodded, relief sweeping through him. “Perfect. I was worried we’d have too many sitting around and not feeling welcome or useful. I think you should hold off on the shelters though.” Cade summoned one of the Mana Shards they’d recovered from Tanrial and smiled. “I think I might see what can be done at the Town Interface. I’m hoping to improve things as quickly as possible.”

      Satemi squeezed his shoulders, a glint in her eyes. “Okay, wait a minute though. I am going to get these started on a basic task, then we can get going.”

      “I don’t mind—” Cade began but Satemi’s laugh cut him off.

      “Come now, Cade. You think I’m gonna wait here and let you have fun by yourself? Besides, you might need the advice of the town builder.”

      The woman ran off and called everyone together to hear her words. Five minutes later and everyone was busy making cordage or carving points into the end of short poles. An old man had come forward, admitting his Occupation was Carpenter. Easily taking a leadership role, the man waved at them as they strode off, heading to the cave that held the Town Interface.

      Walking through the thicket, already showing signs of having been thinned, Cade discussed the idea of finding lumber elsewhere. They might even construct something that would allow Bellows to drag timber from deeper in the jungle. Their own little grove would be gone in months or sooner if they didn’t look elsewhere to fill the need. Even firewood alone could diminish their stores.

      “Those bloody apes will be a problem as well,” Satemi mentioned as they approached the entrance to the cave.

      “I know. I don’t exactly want to start our new civilization with a massacre, but we need to be able to send out smaller groups without them being harassed. Who knows though? Maybe Ketzal can speak with them. They may even be as reasonable as the Kotani.”

      Satemi shook her head. Then she pointed out the exact same worrying thoughts he was having. “Then why did the Kotani Ma attack them? I don’t know, Cade. The Earthen Apes have a different feel about them. I think they hate us.”

      “You may very well be right,” Cade admitted before the two fell into silence as they entered the tunnel.

      For a brief moment, Cade stared at the entrance to the dungeon. More adventure was waiting for them, and a way to level up their citizens in an efficient way. If the warriors of Camp Casmeer went about killing every animal in the jungle, the hunting would become scarce and they’d need to travel farther and farther each day. This place, though, if used wisely, could help them prepare for whatever bullshit that would inevitably come their way.

      He shared a look with Satemi, and he saw she too felt the urge to delve deeper, to explore. They laughed quietly together, and the woman nodded at the golden pillar near them.

      Wordlessly, Cade agreed and walked closer to the Interface. He took a deep breath and closed his eyes. The first thing he did was charge the Interface with two dozen Mana Shards. With a bit of juice to work with, he spoke to Micah.

      After a minute of dickering around, Cade asked the demon a question he should have asked when he first interacted with the Interface. Micah, he spoke in his mind, can we interact through an auditory exchange? Can I just talk to you out loud and use the Interface that way?

      Of course, Interface Controller Caderick Shelby Clarke. Simply give the command ‘Auditory Communication Allowed’ and we can speak plainly.

      Cade sighed, opened his eyes after giving the short command, then gave it a shot. “Can you hear me, Micah?”

      “Yes. What are your commands?”

      Looking to Satemi, he began with more questions. “What kinds of buildings can we construct that function as sleeping quarters?”

      “The following structures are available: Hovel, Hut, Sturdy Hut, Cabin, Simple House, Extended House, Advanced House—”

      Cade cut off the demon’s robotic voice, stifling a laugh. “Sorry, Micah. How about this. What structures are available that comfortably sleep ten people?”

      The demon answered, relaying a much shorter list of shelter types. “Long House, Great Tent, and Small Apartments all fit such specifications. Each has a differing morale bonus, however, and each a differing mana cost.”

      With Satemi’s help, Cade made a few decisions about housing, and then to his delight and infinite relief, found there was also an option for a Warehouse, a building that could be locked and safely store all of the village’s valuables. Not needing everyone to act honestly was a great way to make sure they stayed that way.

      They had a limited supply of Mana Shards, and the structures were costly. So rather than scour every possibility and harbor regrets later, the two decided to keep most of their stores of mana for a rainy day. But three more improvements were important enough to justify their immediate expense.

      The first that had both Satemi and Cade excited was an upgraded fire pit. Its structure name was called Gathering Stoves. The title threw them off for a moment until Micah explained what it meant. The Gathering Stoves were five small stoves linked together in a ring. A hole in the side allowed for a team of cooks to enter within and manipulate the fires burning inside each of them. The domes that covered each stove had a small hole in the back to allow added fuel and an influx of air. And each opened up in the front, so that food could be placed within or removed. They were called “Gathering” Stoves because the ring of fire created a heating source large enough for a crowd of fifty people to enjoy comfortably. It was an excellent way to bring the new town members together each night.

      Finally, they decided to construct a Town Hall, a long, rectangular building that allowed a maximum of one hundred people to enter. Considering the Kotani Apes, and the lockmen, Cade wanted to be certain they would have room to grow.

      They were both tempted to finalize their decisions and improve Camp Casmeer with a single command. But the thought of the new villagers running away screaming as buildings emerged from the sky or shimmered into existence from thin air seemed foolish. Cade sent Satemi back to make sure everyone was well away from the town’s center before he began.

      As he waited for her to warn off the villagers, he called on his oldest friend here in Antinium. “Pablo! How are things, man?”

      “Caderick! Why didn’t you call me sooner? There is much to discuss!”

      The demon’s flustered state was expected. They’d blown up half of Tanrial and surely fallout would follow. “I know. We’ve been busy though, buddy. Fought a war, won, now a bit of remodeling.”

      “But… but Tanrial is destroyed! I can see within the city again, and it is a mess. The entire area is poisoned with toxic levels of mana. It is as if the city is constantly under the brooding clouds of an ether storm! Don’t you understand what that means?”

      Cade sighed, shaking his head. “We didn’t have much control of that, Pablo. Vormer did something very strange to the portal. I think we did well by blowing it all up. I assume the mana poisoning will cause mutations though? So we might expect some strange creatures in the future.”

      “Exactly my point,” Pablo finished. The demon looked around, eyes blinking away his bout of anxiety. “I’m sorry. I also wanted to congratulate you. Well done in defeating Vormer. The man was a terror.”

      “At the end, he wasn’t a man at all,” Cade said, then asked Pablo two more pressing questions. “I need to you to tell me when Satemi has cleared the village. We are going to invest some Mana Shards into improvements. Then, I was hoping you might come to our feast tonight. We not only have no proper storyteller, but only a handful of musicians left the city alive.”

      The demon scoffed at such an invitation, making sure to explain, at length, how his role as demon helper was an ancient and honorable position. He was neither a servant, nor an instrument to be picked up and coaxed to make music. Yet after Cade met his reply with endless compassion, Pablo agreed to make a small donation of entertainment. When he flickered out of view to check on Satemi’s progress, Cade noted the trace of a smile on his face.

      In a few minutes, the demon returned, giving Cade the go ahead. Initiating the improvements, including the most important one neither Satemi or he had to consider, and left the cave behind. He jogged, hoping to catch a glimpse of the transformation. But though he would find out later that the buildings had formed within mere seconds, Cade was there to see the shimmering wall of blue energy as it descended over Camp Casmeer.

      The dome was a most welcome sight. Perhaps not infallible, but the best protection any of them could hope for. His only immediate worry now was whether or not the group of people who lived under the dome’s protection alongside those he cared for could be trusted to keep the peace.
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            Feast, and Life Most Abundant

          

        

      

    

    
      It was nice seeing the women in his life branching out socially. Polde huddled next to Minda, her bright feathers shivering a moment in anticipation. The two had become good friends after Minda told the rogue of their fight. Apparently, learning that an Herbalist had defeated her with a series of stealthy knife attacks had impressed the woman. Cade had already heard snippets of the fledgling love forming between Polde and Sholl. True, the man had departed his previous life, one where he was bound to his partner by physiology and love, but this was a new world and a new life for them all. Love, especially at such a critical time in their town’s history, was more important than ever.

      Satemi stood along the back wall, leaning against the wooden planks of the Town Hall. She stood beside Ronden, the huge elite he’d brought down with a bomb and a blast from his weapon. Cade had found the man generous of heart and quick to laugh. He shared the same grim and often dirty humor that Satemi preferred, and though Cade had grown much taller and stronger since being Kotani Touched, Ronden had already teased him several times. The last was directed at his manhood, predictably, and he’d said aloud, “Don’t worry, little Cade, it isn’t the size of the boulder but how it tumbles.”

      Those standing within earshot grew quiet, unsure how Cade would take the joke. But he eased their tensions by responding with one of his own. “If you come at a woman like a boulder, there’s no wonder they keep falling asleep beneath you. I recommend a more lively approach.”

      Everyone laughed, Ronden loudest of all.

      Watching the two now, he smiled when he saw Satemi land a precise elbow in the man’s ribs, pointing to some other fool who was unwittingly serving as the source of their humor.

      Ketzal was transforming into a social butterfly. Everyone seemed devoted to her and attracted to her at once. Cade could understand the sentiment. She was intoxicating to be around and treated everyone with the same unerring kindness.

      It was Pablo who called for silence though, something he said was strange, but given the circumstances, he would agree to. “Quiet! Quiet down, everyone! We have an important matter to handle before the feast is begun.” When the last of the coughs and guffaws died down, the demon continued. “I have been asked to serve as temporary Archon of Camp Casmeer. We will first see who is to be elected as candidates to serve as head of our community, then a vote. Whoever gains the most votes, becomes Archon. The five below will become the Council of Five. The Council will have equal representation to the Archon, but only if all five vote unanimously. In such a case of disagreement, a vote from the town itself will be called upon to support either side. In all common matters, the Archon will decide what is best, but the Council shall manage the formation and management of guilds and the township’s resources. In matters of war, both the Archon and Council shall work together. Understood?”

      A few hands went up, no doubt with questions regarding some nuance or another. Cade had plenty himself, but Pablo had no patience for it. “That was rhetorical. It was my idea that the town’s government be based upon an old and, if truth be told, successful model of government in Tanrial before Vormer polluted it. We can discuss the details at length another time. We have much ground to cover first. Now, please raise your hand if you have a candidate to elect!”

      Without hesitation, a dozen hands rose. Pablo called on Minda first who seemed to be wiggling the most. She stood and said in a clear voice, “I support Cade, the Chimera Lord.”

      Pablo nodded, then responded louder still, “Caderick has been nominated. No further nominations are necessary. Anyone else?”

      A few hands fell but one or two more were raised in their place. More names were called. Satemi and Ketzal among them as well as Minda. Others Cade hadn’t met yet, until a total of nine names were mentioned. When Pablo asked if any others should be heard, Ronden held up his hand and called out his own name with pride. The demon shook his head and reminded the huge man he had to be nominated by another.

      After that, the votes came in. Only a single vote could be cast by any villager present, and though some might have considered bending that rule, Pablo made all aware his memory was “unfortunately precise.”

      At the end, Cade had received a total of twelve votes. The woman below his position was called Cha. She was a variation of beastkin Cade hadn’t encountered before, her features reminiscent of a wolf. She received eight votes, and by the sour look on her face, she was disappointed. Satemi had six, Ketzal five, two men who couldn’t be any different physically—one tall and lanky, the other squat and fat—were given three votes a piece. Their names were Havasham and Mole. Mole bowed gratefully to the crowd, but Havasham looked wary, and concerningly, exchanged more than a casual glance with Cha.

      “It is done!” Pablo announced, and called up the recently elected officials. “Now, according to custom, another vote will be cast in one year’s time unless the general assembly,” Pablo paused and gestured to the crowd, “all of you, demand one. Now cheer for your government and pray they rule wisely. They will need all the help they can get.”

      The demon didn’t mean to come off so depressingly, but he’d had that effect. Taking a small risk to cheer up those who’d just elected him, Cade stepped forward and called in a loud voice, “With such a fine gathering of people, what can’t we face? Now, I believe Satemi has a bit of wine for everyone, and Gemma and her hunters have brought enough meat to choke even Ronden here. Let’s feast!”

      Applause and laughter went round, but Cade got the impression that the pinched smile Cha gave him was anything but sincere.

      The feast that followed was epic. Meat was roasted in three of the five ovens, and a primitive bread had been drummed up by a man who’d chosen the Occupation of Baker. It was sweet and fluffy, the carbtastic treat more missed than Cade had realized. “I could eat a loaf of this by myself,” he moaned to Gemma who was marveling once more at his appetite.

      “I am sure you could deprive everyone with your belly, Cade. But I am pleased that you will not do such a thing.”

      She smiled at him affectionately and leaned in to kiss his cheek. Minda and Satemi sat nearby, laughing at a comment only the two of them had heard. Satemi’s wine was appreciated by all, but when she heard someone in the village could brew ale, she nearly cracked the poor bastard’s spine when she hugged him.

      A few of the villagers noticed Cade’s unique arrangement with four of the women present, and he was sure some didn’t care for it at all. Yet others reacted differently. A woman with vibrant blue skin that had a metallic sheen when it reflected the fire of a nearby oven caught his attention. She smiled, and quite brazenly slipped a hand under her shirt to touch the skin beneath one of her breasts. Cade nearly choked on his food and looked around as if he’d done something wrong. Ketzal saw his reaction, and winked at the girl. Then crossing to the blue-skinned temptress, whispered a little something in her ear. It caused the woman’s eyes to fall to the ground though her smile widened. She nodded then said some farewell to Ketzal.

      When the demoness returned, Cade couldn’t resist. “What did you tell her?”

      “I said that tonight you were completely off limits but that our little group might be… more welcoming in the future.”

      Again, the woman caught Cade’s eye, and he felt his stomach flip upside down. He knew he was lucky enough as it was, and fucking half the town wasn’t a good way to make friends. Yet, could he help himself from wondering?

      Pablo landed atop an oven, relishing in the heat it produced, then morphed into the furry toad creature once more. The music began in earnest and the villagers, though awkward at first, began to warm up to one another. Cade was certain that the wine had much to do with the cozy atmosphere and the friendly exchanges, but it didn’t seem to matter.

      After being coaxed to dance for a sight longer than he wanted, the girls at last let him rest. He indulged in a few servings of fruit and another mouthful of wine. He didn’t want to drink too much though, for by the eyes Ketzal was giving him, he felt certain he would have his hands full.

      Then he noticed someone else watching him. Cha’s piercing gaze made him pause, and when she continued to glower at him, he decided it was time to meet his apparent rival. Walking over to her he found an empty log beside the woman and sat down. “Congratulations on becoming one of the Council of Five. I don’t believe we’ve met.”

      She looked at Cade’s outstretched hand, but chose instead to bow slightly. Perhaps it is a custom her people do not indulge in. Well, what else could go wrong?

      “I should be the Archon. You seem intent on sleeping with many of the village’s women, so I doubt you’ll hold your position long.” The woman smiled at him, the gesture stiff and carved of stone. “Just try not to ruin anything before I take over. Wisdom is obviously not your favored Attribute, but perhaps it should be. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I think I’ll retire for the evening.”

      Cha’s challenge was so blunt and aggressive, Cade laughed despite his better judgement. His response served to unsettle the woman, however, and when she left, she at least was not so composed.

      “Can’t win them all over, Cade,” Sholl said beside him. He turned and saw the lizard man smiling wryly at him.

      “Certainly not on the first night at least. And how are you, Sholl? I see you’ve made a friend.”

      He bobbed his head a few times, then sighed. “You were right. I think I have found more than a friend, a situation I find odd but comforting. That brings me to another point. Several of your women have spoken to me. I have been asked to perform a favor.”

      “Yeah? What’s that,” Cade asked, curious to know who’d been scheming.

      “I agreed to stand guard outside of your shelter. Your company is required. And, considering their absence, I believe you should say a few farewells and leave the party now.”

      Glancing around, Cade couldn’t see any of the women he’d bonded with. A giddiness filled his stomach, and he stood to do as Sholl suggested. Making them wait was about as foolish a thing to do as sticking his arm in one of the town’s new stoves. “Thank you for your service, Sholl. I will see you in the morning then?”

      The lizard man smiled back, and Cade made a handful of excuses and left to find his shelter.

      When he entered the shelter he’d slept in so many times, he found it more appealing than ever. Furs were spread to cover the entire floor, and two lamps filled it with golden light. Most inviting were the four women lounging within, all of whom were waiting for him.

      Waiting was a generous description. Minda had one of her hands already busy at work between her legs, and Ketzal had disrobed entirely.

      They looked up to him, each of their faces touched with desire.

      “At last, the Archon joins us,” Minda teased.

      “I wouldn’t miss this for anything,” he replied, his voice catching in his throat.

      Standing there like a fool, Cade felt himself unable to come up with anything more profound. He didn’t have to.

      Satemi and Minda stood and undressed him. They removed his armor first, setting his equipment beside their own. Then they pulled his shirt over his head, each giving him a gentle kiss after. Finally, he felt his trousers being tugged down. He stepped free of them and allowed himself to join the others amid the furs.

      Each of the women kissed him, then began to kiss one another. Their mouths tasted of wine, and he saw his own burning desire returned in their gazes.

      As they’d grown accustomed to doing lately, his girls touched the scarred outline of the handprint Gemma had so painfully granted him. He would have been lying had he claimed not to be irked in some ways. After all, what man wants to be branded by his woman? Yet the way their eyes lit up with arousal when then touched the symbolic scar… who knows, maybe it’s worth it after all, he thought, shrugging away the distraction and returning his attention to where it was called.

      There was no halting moment where worry slowed the moment. None of them felt left out or uncomfortable. They’d fought and bled together, had freed a city and claimed a township as their own. This was just one of their rewards.

      Gemma reclined, her skin rippling as the orange pattern came alive with arousal. Ketzal lay on the ground before her and supped on the woman’s offered sex. Cade was hard with unbridled passion, his own attentions moving between Minda and Satemi, the first two loves he’d experienced in Antinium. Satemi took him in her mouth even as Minda stood, presenting herself for his pleasure.

      Cade kissed the soft fur around her groin, taking small bites of her mound when it excited him. Then, as she ran her fingers through his hair, he lifted one of her knees up on his shoulder, tilting her sex up toward him. He tasted her at length, letting his tongue and lips give her the pleasure she so desired.

      Such an arrangement of bodies did not make for stagnation. Soon, he felt Satemi pull him free for a kiss, her mouth relishing Minda’s taste. She urged Minda to the furs where she took up where Cade had stopped. Satemi lifted her ass high, kissing Minda softly, but touching herself with a free hand, inviting him with all but words.

      Moving toward the woman, Cade rubbed himself against Satemi’s excitement. She took his manhood in her hand and indulged in the length of him. Cade massaged her hips and her behind, marveling in the visual delight of Gemma’s flashing eyes.

      Ketzal’s hand was busy between the tigress’ legs, and she kissed her until Gemma’s core began to tighten and contract rhythmically.

      As Gemma ascended the slow and torturous delight of her first orgasm, Cade pulled back and pressed himself forward, feeling the strength of Satemi’s desire. He found a rhythm of his own, allowing himself to moan as he ground into Satemi from behind.

      Minda shuddered before him, her eyes locked on his as she received pleasure from the woman he pleased.

      They were a knot of sensation, and like a single entity, the lovers shifted once more, without command or suggestion. Cade lay down, his length gleaming in the candle light, and each of the women tasted him and the nectar he and Satemi produced. Then at last, Ketzal climbed above him, her full breasts hanging above him like ripened fruit. The demoness moved, and he felt her sex begin the undulation that had driven him wild before.

      Cade looked to one side and saw Minda and Gemma kissing passionately, their hands frantic between each other’s legs. Satemi sat up and touched herself, watching the slow progression of Cade and Ketzal’s delight.

      Then the inevitable accumulation of sensation began. Cade groaned, feeling his manhood stiffen within Ketzal’s sweet pussy. The demoness moaned above him, pulling in the life force he gave off during arousal. Cade reached out, gripping Satemi’s free hand, and Gemma’s on the other side. Staring up into Ketzal’s beautiful eyes, he gave himself to her.

      Like a blasting torrent, like the waterfall still crashing above town, like a fierce wind, Cade came. He spilled out within her, his body twitching in painful ecstasy.

      For a moment, the tent slowed in its quest for pleasure. Cade felt the women looking at him. Fondness and lust were in their eyes, and their love suffused him entirely.

      Ketzal grinned, leaning forward and kissing him gently on the tip of his nose. Then she opened her mouth and breathed life force back into him, filling his lungs and body with strength. At once, he felt himself stiffen anew, passion rekindled entirely.

      Sitting up, Cade kissed Gemma as he found a place between her legs. It is going to be a long night, he thought. And if I die in the line of duty, I know I’ll be the happiest of men.
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      A gaping chasm yawned in the middle of Tanrial. Once known by many names, the golden city, New Eden, the waypoint of Last World, the light upon the hill, Tanrial was now a heap of blasted metal. At its center, beyond the toppled towers and the cracked domes, only a sheer and mottled scar was left where once a shimmering portal stood.

      The fruits in its hanging garden had been harvested and taken away by the Kotani. Those were safe now, in the hands of guardians who would not neglect a single seed. Yet the vines were shriveled, the fountains dry, the boiling baths cool and empty.

      Not a soul walked the streets, and the few rodents who’d made their way in from the grassy fields, the first bold adventurers to take advantage of the fallen dome, had been changed by the warped mana. The beasts were twisted as if caught in the unhallowed throes of an ether storm. The rats and mice ransacked the remaining food stores, and now fought for dominance in a city of the dead.

      The once-powerful shrine to Aten was in crumbles. His power fled from this world, and those he’d fought to overthrow now bound his eternal soul in a dimension far away from Antinium.

      At the very heart of the final battle, Vormer’s gilded breastplate remained. Its metal was pocked and tarnished black. The mana crackling in the air was too potent for even Tanrial steel to survive.

      The villagers of Camp Casmeer knew nothing of the once-fair city, knew only that a terrible haze hovered above. Its golden domes and towers no longer reflected the westward sun, so those who ventured far enough in the jungle to observe its tattered visage tried always to look away, to find some other more beautiful thing to see.

      Weeks had passed, and new life was taking foot in the township deep in the jungle. The ancients of Antinium watched and approved of their efforts. What else could one do other than strive to live another day, each new progression adding to the last.

      Yet unknown to the last line of travelers, a battle was waging atop the portal’s blasted dais. Three of the most powerful beings, the kings of the shattered city, fought for dominance.

      Their minds had grown keen and twisted along with their bodies. One thought of itself as Kred, a field mouse grown to ninety pounds, its fur torn and bleeding where its still-growing musculature strove to expand. Kred faced Migna, a gray-skinned rat whose claws were so overgrown it could no longer use the nimble hands of its birth. Migna was the largest of the contenders, and had Kred pressed to the ground, its terrible claws rending the mouse down its middle.

      Kred screeched in pain. What injustice? it thought. I am the prophet sent to see the coming of the dark itself. Why else was I given so many dreams if not to fulfill my destiny?

      Migna relished the outpouring of mana-infused blood. It glowed with the suffusion of magic, turning the crimson of lifeblood to living purple. Yet behind the rat, silent and waiting, Lota the finch swept in, her talons slicing through Migna’s neck. The rat, too, felt cheated. I was to be the one to cleanse the last of the intruders to prepare the way for the coming darkness. It was my destiny. Why else was I given such drive, such purpose, so many foul dreams?

      As Migna fell atop Kred, Lota landed beside them and plucked out the mouse’s eye. Eyes taste the best, they do. I might always have done this. I might always have set down here, my terrible wings trembling from the labor of flight, and taken the eye. But I did so because this is what I saw in my dreams.

      And as the finch swallowed the eye, her mana-scarred body twitching in anticipation, a tearing began just as she’d known it would.

      I am here for the moment. I am the one who was chosen for this task! she thought in ecstasy.

      A rift in time and space tore through the haze of Tanrial. In the same fabric where the portal once lived, a new space was opening. A blackness darker than any nightmare, deeper than death or despair came into being. It did not belong in this place. Yet Lota’s mind flitted about like a bright star in an empty sky. I am here. I am here, and I did not forsake my duty! she thought, peering closer into the darkness.

      Then in a flash, the bird was gone, snatched from where it had perched so patiently. A tentacle or a tongue, she’d thought as her body was taken from Antinium and pulled through. Her mind evaporated the instant she passed over the threshold, and Lota the finch was no more. Yet her body, the vast miracle of connections and reactions remained a tangible thing. More valuable than the precious material stolen was the trove of timeless ether, the source of power for life throughout the cosmos. The source of power, also, for things not quite living.

      Those borrowed resources unraveled and reformed into something between flesh and blood and the divine itself.

      Migna’s and Kred’s bodies had stilled, their hearts given up on the frenzied chore that defined them. Yet their minds still recorded the first creature who came from beyond. Though their souls were dissipating, the mana that held them there so much longer than nature had intended, filling the air with a gossamer mist, they marveled at what they saw.

      A black and inky limb stepped through, tipped by seven clawed digits. What followed after proved too much for the feeble watchers to understand. They saw only the first of the darkness that was to come.
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