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            Of Beer, Bitches, and the Dregs of Chivalry

          

        

      

    

    
      Caderick Shelby Clarke walked down the street, hands thrust deep in his pockets. He studied his boots, weaving between and around puddles, his back hunched. For all the world, Cade looked like nothing more than a man to avoid.

      He wasn’t nearly as mean as he appeared. If a man version of resting bitch face existed, he had one. Resting dick face? Resting grumpy asshole face? None quite rolled off the tongue, but regardless, people walked out of their way to avoid his permeating glower.

      A text from an old Army buddy had roused him from his cave. Normally, he wouldn’t leave his home without good purpose. Groceries. Christmas shopping. And god forbid just a bit of pussy. This last had become more elusive in recent years, his soldier physique withering over time and his personality not improving in the slightest.

      His work was remote, teaching English to privileged kids in China through a web cam. Cade had remodeled a portion of his studio apartment, plastering the wall with color and cutouts, and going so far as to buy a few finger puppets. The company wanted him to give each lesson pep and personality. When he finished a twenty-minute lesson, he felt drained of all decency, the over-performance coming at a cost to his normal personality.

      “Watch where you’re going!” a woman growled at him as he brushed into her, more conscious of the puddles than the people around him.

      Instead of speaking, Cade just tipped up a hand in apology and kept walking.

      A few more business fronts passed by him as he made his way to the bar he headed for. The blaring orange of an old-fashioned neon light burned out from a Chinese food place. Dumplings Are Here! the sign declared in garish font. Got it. If I ever need dumplings, I know where to go, Cade thought as he crossed in front of another store, this one purple and flashing. Lingerie, a few disreputable mannequins, and three very familiar letters, XXX, told him exactly what the store sold. Enough vibrators and lube to fuck a herd of buffalo were for sale, just a few feet away.

      Finally, Cade arrived at The Dirty Kitty, a creepy dive bar that pretended to be a night club. The bouncer nodded to him as he went in, not bothering to card him. Though Cade was only 32 years old, he looked a sight older. Lack of a consistent sleeping pattern and poor diet did wonders for the skin.

      A single tired dancer looped aimlessly around a greasy brass pole. A few couples danced in the back on the ten-by-ten marble floor, their dates not nearly drunk enough to be impressed. Across the walls, group photos hung at odd angles, taken by happy people who were so much older now they hadn’t seen a night club in years.

      But the bartender was cute.

      The girl was twenty-five, maybe older, and had brown hair spun into buns on the sides of her head. Chopsticks stuck through them, and her bangs fell down over her face, too short to be tamed quite so easily.

      The woman thumbed the screen of her phone, biting her lip unconsciously. Wonder if it’s some political nonsense or else a new fucking plague she’s looking at. Poor girl’s worried, but by the heavy thighs of Athena, she looks good doing it. Still not noticing, she pursed her lips, her attempt maybe to calm herself. A deep purple gloss covered her full lips, just a touch of spark in it, the kind of lipstick girls like ‘cause it makes them feel pretty.

      She leaned against the bar, hip thrust to the side, and Cade noticed she was wearing an old-school cut of jeans, just short enough to make them worthwhile. She was thin and angular in her features. Her breasts small and her collarbones delicate. Feeling like a proper creep at this point, Cade cleared his throat and nodded to her when she looked his way. The bartender ambled over casually, giving him a yeah I know what you were looking at look, and asked him what he wanted.

      Cade ordered a local stout, and watched the girl pour his drink. His friend wasn’t there yet, so why not get started?

      “Six dollars,” she said in a tired voice.

      He reached into his wallet and pulled out a ten. “Here ya go. Keep the change, and thanks.”

      She smiled, taking the tip happily, then went about her business trying to clean up the disheveled bar.

      A place like this was always on the verge of going out of business, so it was understaffed. A single bartender and a single bouncer, staffed the place alone. On weekends, that might double, but it was Wednesday, and only six people occupied the space.

      Cade sat at a table nearby, enjoying the comfort of the thick-cushioned seat if not the cleanliness. Sipping his beer, he sighed. Flat as a crepe and barely cold. Totally worth six dollars, he thought, and took another pull. One sure way to make a beer taste better, drink more.

      He studied the bartender again, her face somehow familiar. Then he saw it. In her eyes and the angle of her cheekbones. She looked like the memory of a half Italian and half Chinese girl Cade had slept with on his one trip to New York. He’d found a random bar, not knowing anyone in town to go out with, and ended up hanging out with a gorgeous girl and her gay friend.

      Cade was extremely friendly, making sure both of them felt a connection with him. One of those rare nights when his mood lifted enough to let his natural charisma take over. He was hilarious, handsome, disarming. When it was last call, he’d locked eyes with the girl, name completely forgotten by now, and asked her exactly what plans she had for the evening. Since the night was already over, his question meant only one thing.

      She’d looked back to her friend, a plea in her gaze, and the man only shrugged politely and said dramatically, “I’ll be taking a cab then! You two have a great night.”

      Her apartment was disheveled and tiny, a one bedroom in Harlem they arrived at after taking a short cab ride. Cade was offered some water, which he gladly accepted, a burgeoning headache already taking hold.

      The only other thing he recalled about that night, other than the glint of her eyes and the tilt of her elegant tits, lit by the orange glow of a street light, was when she pushed him off, climbing on top. Awkward at first until she turned around, facing his feet, then glanced over her shoulder. She smiled wickedly, already grinding against him, and asked, “Is this okay?”

      “Fuck yeah it is,” Cade said, and watched her lithe form dance until she broke and shuddered above him.

      The rest, him climbing on board, so to speak, giving her his best game, all seemed vague and unimportant. It was that one question, the look in her face, both trust and a touch of insecurity there. As if Cade were important enough, his opinion of her on that one night mattering enough to ask him if it was okay. That one moment never left his memory.

      This bartender probably didn’t look a thing like her other than the curve of her chin or the sleek lines of her body. Who knows how memory works? It could even have been the right combination of Red Bull splashed on the countertop and stale beer that triggered his recollection of the girl, but he was glad it did.

      The lanky but somehow handsome figure of Brandon Smith ambled through the front door, snapping him out of his reverie. Now wasn’t the time for all of that. It was a bro night, a sacred thing, and one he meant to honor.

      Cade stood and welcomed Smith with a hug.

      “Been years, fucker. How you been?” Brandon asked, his face drawn back into a wide grin.

      Cade couldn’t help but smile back. It had been years. “I’m fine, man. You’re still tall, huh?”

      “Yeah, I get plenty of protein. Let me get a drink and I’ll be right there.”

      Cade watched his buddy order, hunkering over the counter with his spindly elbows. The bastard was probably flirting, little good it would do him.

      They’d been good friends since serving together. Smith became a team leader, earning his sergeant rank just a year before they both discharged. Cade had only ever been an E-4, little more than a private, so their friendship was strained for a while. Nothing about having to listen to a buddy, call them sergeant, make people grow closer. Still, Cade had put up with it to encourage the younger soldiers to do the same. It was the least he could do.

      Smith returned with a pale, golden beer and two shot glasses. “Whiskey?”

      “Whiskey,” Smith said with a devilish grin. “I got a shit hotel less than a mile from here and I’m walking the fuck home. It’s been too long, buddy. We are getting tanked.”

      “Okay. Fine. But I ain’t holding your hair back.”

      Smith laughed, his teeth flashing bright and he rubbed his bald spot. “Un-fucking-likely!”

      They each took their shot and tossed it back, the smoke-and-wood flavor burning away the last of Cade’s reservations. It would be a good night, and one he deserved.

      The night bled away with stories of Iraq and dipshit squad leaders. Each started with a simple “Hey, you remember when that fucker Martinez told the platoon he was becoming a stripper,” and “Remember that one time in Knox when we were on lockdown for a week, so we ate so many donuts it felt like we were high.”

      A few of their recollected tales turned dark, as so many do. The bodies, the blood, the fucked-up shit that still crept around like spiders in their dreams each night. It was hard not to remember the first time they heard mortars falling from the sky, howling like unembodied souls bent on revenge. Hard too, not to recall the first time either one of them shifted from a soldier protecting his fellow soldiers to a bully shoving an Iraqi around, smacking the prisoners in the face or using the little Arabic they’d learned to ridicule them. But with the aid of whiskey and too many beers, the exchange was as needed as it was pleasant. This was their ritual, one that never seemed quite finished or resolved.

      At last, Smith announced he needed to leave. “I’m still gonna be drunk when I wake up, and that’s fine, but I at least need a bit of sleep. The conference starts at eight AM.”

      Cade nodded, his body still thrumming with the ecstatic emotions of relived memories. “Sure man, sure. It was great. Thanks for coming down to see me.”

      “City of Long Beach? Shit, I wouldn’t miss it, brother. Besides, work required it.” They laughed, knowing neither one of them was social enough to make a trip without a mandatory excuse.

      They stumbled out of the bar, just a few minutes before closing, and headed to Smith’s hotel. Sure enough, it was five minutes’ walk, and after one final hug, Cade bade his friend goodbye.

      The walk back was blurry, flashes of street lights blaring red above, the streets slick from a light drizzle, and only a handful of people still about, none of whom Cade felt like talking to. Talking of Iraq and now walking the street, his mind fought with images of a different city altogether, Mosul, years ago now, but still so fresh in his mind.

      Cade glanced from rooftop to alleyway, a few times over in succession, until he shook his head. No. Not anymore. There’s nobody there. Just look at the fucking ground. He ignored the thoughts in his head as they turned darker, heading straight for his apartment, cutting past The Dirty Kitty once more.

      When he passed a side alley that led to a rear parking lot, Cade heard raised voices. One was definitely a female’s and it didn’t sound happy.

      “Listen, it’s cool. I just wanna talk. Let me come over,” a man said, his voice quiet and insistent.

      “No, Brent, we talked about this. I’m done. Now let me go!”

      “Just fucking listen to me!”

      “Let me go!”

      The sound of a slap shot a surge of adrenaline through Cade’s body. His vision cleared somewhat, and he was suddenly walking toward two people, one pushed against the bumper of a car, the other gripping her wrist, using his body to pin her in place.

      It was the bartender girl, and she was holding her cheek, a tear sliding down her face. “This is why, Brent. This is exactly why.” Despite her position, her voice was hard.

      “If you’d just listen. We just wanna hang out. It could be fun. Come on, Lacie.”

      “She said no,” Cade said, his voice projecting from his throat automatically.

      The two swiveled to see him, and a third figure, a taller man, emerged from a shadow to the side of the alley.

      The newcomer held up a hand. “Easy, bro. This is private. Okay? Just take off.”

      Cade’s response was cut in stone. “I’ll leave when she leaves.”

      Lacie seemed to recognize Cade, and she pleaded, “I’m okay. You can go. Thank you, but just go.”

      Cade stared down at the man’s hand, knuckles white as they gripped the girl, unyielding. “You don’t look okay. Let the girl go.”

      Brent did so, and predictably, swung his fist in a wide arc.

      Cade stepped forward, taking the blow on his left forearm while he snapped his fist forward into the man’s throat. It wasn’t a hard blow, but it didn’t have to be. Brent stumbled back, falling to the ground and coughing.

      Soundlessly, the other man closed with him. He was almost as tall as Smith but a good deal heavier. Cade dodged one punch but the second caught him in the side of the head, grazing off his ear. The blow rattled his head, making Cade’s ears pop and ring. His balance, already affected, threw him sideways, and he tumbled to the ground.

      Lacie’s voice calling for them to stop filled the alley, but the big man was on him, trying to straddle Cade’s chest to finish the fight. That was a mistake.

      Old training fired up, and Cade popped his hip to the side, pulling the man’s arm down. He threw him to the ground, rolling on top. Cade’s opponent didn’t know shit about grappling, the man not even wrapping his legs around him. So Cade pushed into a top mount and rained punches into the man’s face. He felt a few teeth crack, then stared down, seeing that the guy was unconscious.

      Cade fought a surge of vomit, a mix of dark beer, cheap whiskey, and a plate of shared bar fries. He’d won though, there was that at least.

      Then a voice, shrill and terrible, called out, “Brent, don’t!”

      Cade looked up in time to see the dickwad ex-boyfriend swing an empty liquor bottle into his face. The world began to fade, and Cade looked up at the gray, shapeless fog above, voices muffled as he blinked away the hot mess pouring from his forehead. His body shook as kicks landed in his sides, and he couldn’t feel a thing. Blessedly numb, Cade barely saw the last blow fall, a liter-sized bottle of black label Jack D falling on his head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            Muscles and Minding the Gods-damned Demon

          

        

      

    

    
      Cade drifted in a mindless haze. Everything was nothing, and he was part of it all. Vaguely, he was aware of a myriad of other glimmering souls around him, each distinct yet suffused in the same expanse he was. It was peace, and it was very nearly a total lack of existence. No thoughts other than a mote of awareness coupled with contentment passed through him.

      Then rudely, Cade fell away, pulled by an inexorable force he had no strength to deny.

      His mind coalesced and his body formed. Fragments of matter sped together, forming connections and bonds at lightning speed. In only a few minutes or moments, Cade was floating, his body the same tired mess he was used to. The familiar scars, pudgy belly, and blemishes were all there. He was naked.

      “Welcome, Caderick Shelby Clarke, and congratulations. You have been selected by the Interdimensional Council to be resurrected and spawned within the world of Antinium.”

      “What? Who said that? I don’t understand,” Cade mumbled. It was infinitely strange having a mouth again after existing in an unembodied state for a time. He fumbled at his face with clumsy hands and stared around the empty haze for any sign of the speaker.

      A small figure buzzed around in front of him, a purple, oily-looking creature that resembled a thought bubble cut out from a comic book. “I have spoken, Caderick. Can you see me?”

      “Yes. You’re purple. What are you?”

      “I am a helper demon. It is my job to greet and guide those who have the great privilege of traveling to another dimension. There are fewer travelers these days as many realms have been discontinued. Yet Antinium still exists.”

      Cade stared at the little trash bag, then asked the only thing he could think of. “Any way I can get dressed?” He had no clue what the demon would think of a pudgy man in his birthday suit, but he would prefer to have some pants at the very least.

      The demon flashed a brighter purple a moment, then answered. “You will be respawned with a single unit of basic clothing. For now, it is best that we focus on the Character Customization process. It will only take a few minutes. The first thing you must do is select a class. Are you ready?”

      Like many of his generation, Cade played far too many video games, and as fun as this sounded, it was also catshit crazy. “Hang on. Why am I here. I met up with Smith and then…” He cut off, his memory going blank after the fight in the alley.

      “And you expired. I am sorry. It is not something I can comprehend in the slightest, but most mortals seem attached to their lives.”

      “Expired!” Cade yelled. He looked all round, in every direction; nothing but an impenetrable gray surrounded him. Then he remembered the time after, the endless expanse of time where he’d had no body. The oddest part of the experience was not the difficulty in coming to terms with a demon helper and resurrection. That all seemed like small change compared to the vastness he’d experienced of being one with all of creation. It was getting used to this again, being condensed into an individual perspective, that made his head spin. “Expired. Okay, so I’m dead. Shit.”

      The purple bastard just hung there before him, occasionally changing in its shade of color somewhat, but otherwise waiting for Cade to come to grips with his situation.

      Finally, without any other recourse, Cade said, “So I’m dead. And I was chosen by who to go where?”

      “The Interdimensional Council, a wise and prestigious body composed of learned souls, deities both benevolent and otherwise, who have served since long before my creation several millennia ago to govern existence. I am hoping to get in some day, but they tend to hold their seats for a frightfully long time.” Then remembering the last question, the demon added, “Oh, and to Antinium. It has many names but most call it Last World. It is a realm set apart for the Council’s amusement. Souls who have met certain criteria, in your case, sacrificing your life in defense of another, can qualify an individual. However, many of the decisions remain somewhat random. Souls from several different realms are chosen, so the populace is incredibly diverse.”

      Considering the demon’s words, Cade shook his head. It was all quite ridiculous. But as proof, he was talking to a sentient bubble and floating in a sea of nothing, completely naked. He forced his spinning thoughts to a halt. He needed to focus.

      “Got it. Now, I get to choose a class?”

      “Excellent! Your integration was quicker than average. Yes, there are many options to choose from. Here are some of the most popular.”

      As the demon stopped talking, three columns of faceless figures ran before him in endless rows. Warrior classes with shining armor, with sword and shield; ranged fighters holding bows, crossbows, and slings; and casters with staff or wand, lined up before him. Below each a tiny plaque hung, and in a poor, handwritten font, the name of the class was listed.

      “Who wrote those?” Cade couldn’t help himself. Everything else was pristine about the place, but the handwriting looked to be done by a five-year-old.

      The demon coughed, a bit of purple smoke emerging from all around it. “I did. Is it well done?”

      Cade laughed. The thing was nervous. It began flashing more rapidly, so Cade decided to be polite. “Oh, it is fine work indeed. Well done.”

      In a tone of solemn gratitude, the demon said, “Thank you, Caderick Shelby Clarke. I worked for a very long time labeling them all.”

      Ignoring his desire to poke fun at the thing, Cade began reading the labels, and as he looked to those to either side, the column he was looking at would shift and rotate. He read several that looked promising.

      Viking Warrior, Galmine Savage, Krashtel Berserker. The list went on, and he was still only focusing on the warrior classes.

      He looked at many of the casters, their own titles as odd and mysterious as the others had. Sin Acolyte, Bloodied Apothecary, Fafniri Death Lord, were but a few.

      The ranged looked cool too, some of the figures holding weapons Cade couldn’t even identify. But no, he couldn’t get lost here. He had to narrow this down. “Can I get rid of the casters and ranged classes? This is too much and I want a warrior class, that much is clear.”

      Instantly, the bottom two columns disappeared. Cade breathed a bit easier. Too many choices was a surefire way to have an anxiety attack.

      Still, Cade spent the better part of an hour going through his options. At no point did he come to an end of options. Occasionally, he would stop and ask the demon for information regarding a specific class. In an ever-patient voice, the assistant demon would respond. “The Mindless Marauder is known for sacrificing stored memories for temporary boosts in combat prowess. Though their skills are powerful, many avoid such a class as when overused, the Marauder becomes a being with no memory at all, living moment to moment in mindless torment.” Or “Yes, as you can see, the Arcane Skinwalker is a terrifying creation. It not only embodies those it devours, capable of becoming any number of creatures, but it can likewise utilize their skills and magic.”

      Many of the choices left Cade feeling sick to his stomach. They thought of eating dead bodies to gain power was not an option. But at the end, he found a class that intrigued him.

      “What of the Chimera Lord? What does it do?”

      “Interesting and rare class. The Chimera Lord gains power by adopting the capabilities of any animal they destroy in combat. Then, when leveling up, one may increase their abilities by adopting the traits of that animal. For instance, Electrification is a trait taken from any number of freshwater eels and a few sharks. Though there are only two species of such animals that live in Antinium, however.”

      Cade thought about it, and felt drawn to the concept. There must be a catch though, he thought, not wanting to make a mistake at this important juncture. “As a Chimera Lord, would I have a bunch of weird body parts then? Like scales and a creepy scorpion tail?”

      “Very few traits require an actual modification of the body. Most cause very subtle changes to your body visually. Many find the Chimera Lords to be quite striking, not at all grotesque if that is what you’re worried about.”

      The endless possibilities and possibly hours of critical thinking were making Cade’s head ache. Time to put a bow on this mother fucker already, he thought, then chose Chimera Lord as his class.

      “Excellent. The Chimera Lord class allows you to choose one of three starting metabolism traits. You can only choose one of these, so pay attention. Other traits, that enhance your skin, teeth, nails, musculature, and bone structure can be acquired as you adventure. Your three options are as follows:

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        “1- Saurian Metabolism: By adopting a saurian metabolism, your body is capable of incredible power and speed, and requires less food to function at full capacity. Your Strength and Constitution are increased substantially as does your resistance to infection and poisons. Limitations- Reduced Dexterity as well as a weakness to cold, magic, and reduced stamina.

      

        

      
        “2- Avian Metabolism: By adopting an avian metabolism, your body is capable of incredible speed and agility. Your Dexterity and Strength are increased substantially as does your resistance to magical attacks and disease. Limitations- Reduced Constitution as well as weakness to ranged attacks, blunt damage, and reduced attack power.

      

        

      
        “3- Lycan Metabolism: By adopting a lycan metabolism, your body is capable of incredible agility, endurance, and health regeneration. Your Constitution and Dexterity are increased substantially as does your resistance to poison and magical attacks. Limitations- Reduced Wisdom as well as a weakness to environmental heat, piercing damage, and an increased food consumption.”
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        * * *

      

      Cade thought about each option and chose Lycan almost immediately. Lizard bro could smash the best and Bird bro was quick, but Cade somehow knew he would be getting wounded, potentially often, in this new world, and the health regeneration alone stood out as a smart move. “Lycan Metabolism,” he announced. “What’s next?”

      “Well done! Step One out of the way, so let’s get set up on choosing your skills. Each Trait you choose represents a passive benefit, in the case of your Lycan Metabolism, an increase in Constitution, Dexterity, and certain resistances, as you should remember. It is important to note that future traits will be more specific than this one. That is because the source of your power, your metabolism, changes the way your entire body and mind work.

      “That said, now that you have your first trait, you can choose one of two Active Trait Skills to go with it.”

      The demon’s voice cut off and a descriptions of the skills floated before Cade’s eyes.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Lupine Strike: With incredible power, you lash out with your weapon, causing significantly increased damage on a single attack. 30-second Cooldown.

      

        

      
        Culling the Pack: By aiming critically, your attack damages a vital area on your enemy’s body, reducing its movement speed by 20%. 30-second Duration. 2-minute Cooldown.
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        * * *

      

      The second skill had the longest cooldown, which could change the outcome of a battle significantly; however, it also seemed to have the most impact in a fight. Making an enemy move slower would assist in avoiding damage greatly. He selected Culling the Pack, knowing it might help his cause the most at level one.

      “Alright, buddy. What’s next?”

      “Now it is time to choose a weapon. In Antinium, every individual is granted the incredible boon of a soul weapon. These items gain power and abilities each time you level up. Choose wisely, for it is the only soul weapon you will receive in this world!”

      When the demon’s words faded, three more racks of weapons ran before Cade’s eyes, melee, ranged and caster weapons from the look of it. “Hold your fucking horses, demon. I thought I chose a warrior class. Shouldn’t there only be melee weapons available?”

      The demon puffed out another gout of smoke. “The Chimera Lord is a diverse class, and though considered a warrior, may choose any weapon. Is this not a good thing?”

      Cade felt his impatience with the process boil over. He closed his eyes, breathing for a few moments. This was a good thing. He just had to take his time. But that was never something Cade had excelled at. No, but he could consider what weapon he wanted.

      Again, he dismissed the ranged and caster weapons. He was left with variations of polearms, swords, axes, hammers, and maces. No doubt, there would be dozens of other less common items, but whoever organized this system focused on popular weapons.

      Swords seemed too cliche, and Cade had no experience wielding one. A spear or other polearm would be a lot less likely to chop his own leg off, but he didn’t like that idea either. The hammer and axes appealed to him most, but ultimately he chose the axe as it could be useful as a tool as well. Though not efficiently, a rock could replace a hammer. It was much harder to make an axe.

      Cade dismissed all but the axes and spun through the variations before him. Yet even as he marveled at the elegance of so many of the weapons, he couldn’t help but feel defeated. He sighed in frustration and rubbed his head.

      “What is wrong, Caderick? Are these weapons not superb?”

      “They’re great. Sorry. I just hate the idea of being stuck with one weapon. I wish I had something more diverse is all.”

      “The Custom Weapon is an option of course. You can select two weapons and combine their qualities and attributes.”

      Well suck my thumb and call me daddy. I just need to start using this little windbag more, Cade realized. And his mood began to brighten.

      “Okay, so I want to do that. For now, just go with a basic battle axe. For the other one, is there anything that can be fired from a distance? Preferably without an arrow or dart to reload?”

      “If you mean a rifle or pistol, no. All advanced technology is strictly forbidden in Antinium. There are several caster’s staffs or wands that have mana-based projectiles though.”

      “Yes. I want the other weapon to be a staff that… shoots mana-based projectiles,” Cade finished awkwardly. He didn’t care what the fuck they called it here, he wanted a gun.

      Suddenly, a single-sided battle axe and a wooden staff with a silver fixture on one end floated before him. With the demon’s guidance, he managed to combine the two weapons, the axe head at the top, the silver fixture at the butt of the axe.

      “The potential axe and staff-related skills have been minimized, as has their damage output, but if you would like to accept this weapon, it is ready for approval.”

      Cade looked at his creation and was in love. “I want it. Yes, do it, demon.”

      “And what would you like to call this creation?”

      “Boom stick’s too cheesy, and besides, it’s taken. No, let’s go with Mr. McGregor the Blast-axe.”

      “Mr. McGregor Blast-Axe it is! You will be able to upgrade the weapon with custom qualities as soon as you level up. For now, here is your weapon’s basic stat configuration.” When the demon stopped talking, a screen of information popped up before Cade’s face. On it, he read:
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Mr. McGregor Blast-Axe Level 1

      

        

      
        Primary Weapon System - Battle Axe

        Base Damage - 25% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Slashing

        Attack Speed - Medium

      

        

      
        Secondary Weapon System - Blast Staff

        Base Damage - 25% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Ether Blast

        Attack Speed - Instant

        Recharge Rate: 43 seconds (Intelligence 12)
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        * * *

      

      “Savage. Okay, wish it did more damage, but who knows what 25% of Max Damage means anyway. It could be a ton for all I know.”

      The demon puffed out smoke, pinkish this time, and replied, “No, it isn’t. You’ll need to use your wits, though if you increase your Attributes greatly, the damage output will increase.

      “Which brings us to our final task. Ordinarily, travelers receive 5 additional Attribute Points to allocate before resurrection occurs. However, I am going to give you 10. For one thing, your base stats are somewhat lacking. I’m sure once you were a fit model of a homo sapient, but you are no longer. Another, your patron deity, one of the Council’s most notable members, has taken a personal liking to you. Finally, you were kind to me when it was obvious you thought my handwriting was terrible. It is impossibly difficult to write letters when you have no true hands as I do.”

      Cade squinted his eyes, staring at the little demon beast before him. It was a hard compliment to take, being called a fatty and along with it, but he pushed aside his thoughts of bursting the bubble and focused on his final task. “Thank you, demon helper. Now how do I allocate my Attribute Points?”

      “Everything so far has functioned on your mental commands. Even when you’ve asked for my help, it was your mental impulse that propelled the world around you to respond. Simply think Character Status, and you will see what I mean. Oh, and remember, your Constitution and Dexterity have been raised due to your chosen trait, and your Wisdom lowered.”

      Thinking Character Status, Cade was rewarded with another screen filled with information.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Name: Cade

        Level: 1

        Strength: 11

        Constitution: 8

        Dexterity: 9

        Intelligence: 12

        Wisdom: 8

        Charisma: 11

        Traits: Lycan Metabolism

        Skills: Culling the Pack

      

        

      
        Available Attribute Points: 10
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        * * *

      

      Cade winced, seeing his shoddy Constitution and Dexterity. They were below average even after his trait kicked in. Embarrassing to say the least, he thought.

      He had never been very nimble, but his lack of consistent exercise and poor diet really caught up to him in the last few years. The Wisdom stung too, though he doubted the Attribute would affect him as much in the beginning of his travels. Well, at least the purple stink cloud was hooking him up with extra points.

      He assigned three points to Constitution, two to Strength, and three to Dexterity. Those Attributes would keep him alive. They were also pretty straightforward, at least if his interpretation of the metabolism choices had been correct. Strength was power, Dexterity speed, and Constitution health and maybe stamina. No doubt there was some crossover effect between the Attributes, but he needed to be sure about something before he continued.

      “I’ve always been unsure about this. Please give me the rundown on Intelligence, Wisdom, and Charisma.”

      “Of course. Intelligence has a direct correlation to critical thinking skills, mana pool size and regeneration. Wisdom links to perception, artistic and creative potential, and mana conservation. Finally, high Charisma increases the likelihood of others perceiving you in a positive way. The world of Antinium is by and large a social construct. Those who band together increase their chances of survival. It is an undervalued Attribute that benefits trade, negotiation, leadership skills, morale, and sexual attraction.”

      Cade choked a bit on this last. “Sexual attraction? Okay, well I was wondering but didn’t think it proper to ask. So that’s a thing in Antinium?”

      “Coitus is practiced all across the stars and in nearly every dimension. Even demons make love, to pass the time if nothing else. So yes, Cade, it is.”

      The man chewed his lip, considering. He wanted to have a powerful weapon, and Intelligence would increase his weapon’s potential, but Charisma was tempting. In the long run, he knew in a strange world filled with dangers valid enough to warrant a fucking blast axe, he couldn’t kill his problems away. Not all of them at least. He placed his final points into Charisma.

      Cade’s upgraded Attributes looked much better:

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Strength: 13

        Constitution: 11

        Dexterity: 12

        Intelligence: 12

        Wisdom: 8

        Charisma: 13
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        * * *

      

      “Finalize my decisions please. I’m happy with what I’ve got,” Cade said, dismissing the screen with a thought. As soon as his words left his mouth, Cade’s body transformed.

      It wasn’t a painless process by any means as years of neglect and more than a little genetic deficiency burned away. The demon’s voice filled his mind as the world began to fade to black around him. “It is typical to send you through the resurrection portal at this point in time. Neither process is very comfortable, Caderick, so I am very sorry. You can contact me at any time by calling my name aloud, which is, as you forgot to ask, Pablo. Good bye for now. Be careful, and do remember, the world of Antinium is not called Last World for no reason. Further resurrection is not possible for any reason. Guard yourself and find allies as soon as you can. You will need all the help you can get.”

      Cade’s mind spun away as the demon’s voice faded. Pain burned his thoughts and body away like a torch in the wind.
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            Somewhere between Atrocious and Gaudy

          

        

      

    

    
      The pain didn’t cease until Cade had cursed every man, woman, and child he’d ever known. But eventually, it did go away. Not all at once, but more like a mist evaporating. The discomfort and burning sensation left his body and he found himself in a puddle of his own filth, face pressed against cold stone.

      “What kind of cock-shaking bullshit was that?!” he growled, pushing himself off the ground. A bout of vertigo swept over him, and he bent his knees, clutching a stick that was somehow in his hand. He glanced down and smiled as he saw his new best friend, McGregor.

      Cade held the axe up, inspecting it in the sunlight. His vision was blurry around the edges still, but he could see the pristine beauty of the axe well enough. It was a simple thing though, just a three-and-a-half-foot length of dark wood, the axe head weighing a pound at most, a single curving half-moon that flashed dangerously. It will kill though, won’t it, mother fucker? Cade surmised, then flipped it over and inspected the metal fitting at the butt end.

      It was rounded, a smooth piece of metal that looked like little more than the polished cap on a gentleman’s cane, if not  a bit thicker. On the very bottom, however, was an etched rune, circular with a single line spiraling into a point at the middle. An inch up, and from the side, however, Cade saw a white crystal embedded in the metal. Even as he looked in it, he noticed a sliver of cobalt blue forming at the bottom. I guess it’s recharging. Hopefully. I can’t wait to see what kind of damage it can do.

      The ex-soldier realized he was standing, half naked, only a pair of canvas trousers clasped around his waist with a single cord of thick leather, in the middle of a strange city. The place was all but silent and all he could smell was a pervasive freshness, as if the air were more pure than any he’d breathed before.

      Glancing around him, Cade squinted to take in the exotic sight. The buildings looked metallic, yet their surfaces did not reflect the light as they should have. The whole place was cast in gold hues, like some gaudy old lady’s fantasy pad. It was in terrible taste, but he couldn’t help but admire the intricacy of the structures. Platforms of stone hovered in the air, somehow defying physics without a problem. Towers rose around him, somehow seeming ancient and infinitely advanced in their construction.

      Where the fuck is everyone? he thought, disturbed by the grandeur of the city and its utter lack of occupants.

      What caught his breath, however, were the three pyramids thrusting up from the middle of the city, the one in the center rising so high it cut across the path of the sun.

      “Shave my bush and call me a plucked chicken. This place is insane!” Cade exclaimed. His voice was still raw, from screaming presumably, and yet, the rest of his body felt amazing. A cool breeze ran over his skin and he looked down at his hands and arms.

      Cade gaped. Who has a mother fucking bandage? Cause this bro is cut. His arms corded around with taut muscle, more than he’d ever had in his life. His stomach didn’t sag, not even a little. His abs protruded from his body in a rippling display of power, his arms and legs heavy with bulky muscle. Then he looked up and saw the shimmering portal. Its flat surface was like a plate of polished silver.

      Within the portal, Cade saw his face. A thick, brown beard grew where once it had been patchy and blonde. His cheekbones, jawline, eyes, all looked like his own, but more elegant, stronger, and more perfectly made than ever before. He looked like a damned prince. Hell, he looked like a king.

      Cade set down his axe and groped and prodded at his body like a fool. He didn’t care if anyone saw him doing so, doubted anyone was close by in this eerie city. For the first time in his life, he felt truly comfortable in his skin.

      Another thought occurred to him. His mind felt clear, unimpeded by the doubts, the fog, the perpetual darkness that threatened to consume him. Not since before his tour of duty and the violence he and his brothers doled out there so readily, had he been so free. Not since childhood.

      Staring at his visage in the mirrored face of the portal, Cade watched tears fall down his face, and he did not care to wipe them away.

      “You are not the only one who has wept so. It is a sign of your good nature, a lack of presumption and conceit,” a voice called from behind him. He spun around on his heels, gaping at the girl who stood there.

      What the flocking fuck? Cade turned again and saw nothing in the mirror but himself. Then he looked back again and there she was.

      She noticed his confusion and explained, “Naught but the image of your true self will you see in the portal. It is that way with everyone.”

      Cade nodded, more than a little dumbfounded, his eyes taking in the girl’s features for the first time. Not a girl, but a woman, pristine in feature and in form. Her face was round, as was her ample figure. A gleaming gold breastplate covered her breasts but did nothing to hide their ample size.

      More striking and immediate though was her dusky blue skin, the color of midnight in a starlit sky. Who thinks like that? Now I’m a fucking poet? Cade shook his head, trying to recover himself.

      “I…” Cade groped for words, trying not to think of groping anything else. “I’m sorry, I just didn’t see you, and…” Suddenly his trousers did not seem armor enough against such a creature.

      Her own outfit was all glinting armor and leather, the skin of her arms and legs exposed along with her midriff. A hood wrapped around her face, hiding her hair and forehead; attached was a cloak of fine material that shimmered like silk.

      She smiled, a thin and sad thing, not at all from the heart. “You seem short of words, sir. Do you have a name or have you lost that as well?”

      Come on, Cade. Your brain is up there. Just gotta turn it back on. “Caderick. Cade, that is. My name is Cade. Nice to meet you.”

      “And you. I am Ketzal, a warden of this city. It is called Tanrial, and though it is not as populous as it once was, you are welcome.”

      Cade nodded, showing his teeth in a nervous smile. “Thank you. Are you in charge then?”

      Ketzal laughed bitterly, her voice echoing off the walls in an eerie way, lingering in the air just a bit too long to be natural. “No. That honor lies to Vormer. He holds the keys to Tanrial, and we all serve the Burning God. It would be wise if, when asked, you say you do as well.”

      “Burning God?”

      “None other. Aten, the Burning God rules this place. Vormer alone speaks with him, but the god’s power is real. I have seen its… consequences. This place can be a paradise, truly, but please, if you consider your life dear, abide Vormer’s requests.”

      Cade didn’t like the sound of that one bit. But who was he to argue, and with the first person he met in a new world. He opened his arms, grinning as casually as he could, and said, “I will do my best. Now, are we to go meet this fine and peerless leader?”

      Ketzal dipped her head then turned sharply and began walking away.

      Picking up his axe and hustling to catch up, Cade failed utterly in deciding which was more interesting to study, the woman’s ass or the strange and enchanting city. Predictably, the former won out more often than not. She was full-bodied, her thighs thick and strong, and her gait closer to a strut than a casual walk. A thin, black tail trailed behind her, whipping about occasionally.

      What kind of race is she? I am a Terran human. Is she some kind of night elf, maybe a demon? Something about her tight and glossy skin made him think she had more in common with Pablo than not.

      They walked through a series of vaulted arches, each casting shadows across their path. A massive fountain sprayed golden water in the middle of a wide courtyard, and Cade had to bite back a laugh. It seemed whoever designed the place, hadn’t heard of golden showers.

      Some distance ahead, a tunnel burrowed into the side of a dome-like building, spiraled all around like a beehive. When they entered the structure itself, Cade looked up to see thousands of windows that let sunlight lance across the open space above. Dangling and thriving in the midst of so much sun, were too many plants to count.

      Some looked to be herbs, others dangled like vines or produced flowers that filled the space with a natural perfume. Cade gaped at the splendor of such a display, and bumped directly into the gorgeous and strange Miss Ketzal. She was a few inches shorter than him, but when he recoiled, having stepped on her boot and brushed against her skin, their eyes locked.

      In too many bullshit movies or books, Cade read about princesses, dashing knights, or kung fu masters with purple eyes. Ketzal had the real deal. A mote of light filled her eyes and he gasped. The edges of her irises were wrapped with a deep and vibrant plum, but in their centers, streaks of amethyst and lilac alternated. He stared, mesmerized by the intensity of her gaze. He saw fear there, so much fear, then below, rage, grief, and last of all, hope.

      “I’ll serve this Burning God, or anything a creature as divine as yourself wishes,” Cade said under his breath. Ketzal turned suddenly, and the man felt a hot wave of embarrassment flush through him. What the hell did I just say? I dicker with some Attributes and see the most gorgeous woman in all creation, and suddenly I think I’m a poet? Wake up, Cade!

      But when she looked at him again, she had a crooked smile on her face, less guarded than before. “Thank you for the compliment, Cade. But I have to ask, do you make such promises to every girl you meet?”

      Again, his mouth moved without his consent. “Only ones who could make a goddess burn with envy.”

      Her smile grew, though her brows wrinkled into an attempt to frown. “You’re talking like a fool.”

      “I chose the Fool class. Nobody else in Antinium is as good at making themselves look foolish than me. You should see me when I’m drunk.”

      Then despite her tortured eyes, and despite his joke being less than original or even all that funny, Ketzal laughed. A short, surprised thing, like a hare bounding out of the brush, excited it had chosen to flee yet terrified.

      Her small, strong hand slapped over her mouth, and she shook her head. Clearing her throat, Ketzal changed the subject so fast Cade felt dizzy. “I assume you’ve met the prestigious Pablo?”

      “Excuse me, who? Oh, the demon bubble?”

      “Yes, though you should call him Pablo or demon assistant. He is over five thousand years old and very wise. Even a fool should respect that.” For a moment, she threw him a less restrained glance again, saying with her eyes she was sorry for the rigid professionalism they’d switched over to.

      “Over five thousand years? Wow. Okay, so he’s old AF. I’ll be nice, I promise.”

      Ketzal’s brow registered confusion for a moment, but she moved on. “Did he manage to give you much instruction on the Universal View Screen?”

      Cade thought about it, but the term was not familiar. He shook his head, studying one of the plants before him rather than the slope of her back and the curve of her ass.

      “Well, the UVS is how you interact with the world intuitively. Giving mental commands, any citizen of Antinium can utilize the UVS easily. See that plant hanging before you? Focus on it and just think about inspecting it.”

      As he did so, small but clear words emerged from the plant, seeming to hover just above it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Citrus Straw Plant

        Consumable Flora

        Food Source
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        * * *

      

      “I did it! Okay, so this is the same thing with the Character Status and choosing skills?”

      Ketzal nodded, then continued. “Only basic information is available though. But if I tell you, the Citrus Straw Plant has many functions, among them being a supplement of rich nutrients.” She plucked two of the thick tubes that protruded from the grass bulk of the plant and snapped off their barbed ends. Then she placed it in her mouth, bit down into the tube with her oh so perfect teeth, and pulled it out again, a trickle of juice running from the corner of her mouth. She gave the other to Cade.

      He was beginning to find that trousers did less to hide the vulgarity of male arousal than he appreciated, and when he felt himself stir, he focused on the fucking plant again. What are you? 15 again? Nobody is gonna be your friend, Cade, if you keep getting ragers.

      Tasting the plant helped him focus on other things, specifically the sour burn of the supposed treat. He winced and shook his head. Never one for sour things, Cade tried his best not to spit anything out. If the woman claimed it was full of nutrients, then it must be.

      He heard her stifle a giggle, then add, “If you are wounded, the straw can also be milked, its juice used to inhibit infection and spur along more rapid healing. Though, to warn you, it feels like a blasting ether storm is building in the wound when you do. Far from pleasant.”

      “An ether storm?” Cade asked, thankful for the distraction.

      “Yes, on the world I came from before this, a dark and unpleasant place, the very sky itself became charged with ether. Here they call it mana. When the levels grew too concentrated, it raged across the land like a lightning storm but much more… frightening.”

      Cade looked at her sideways, and saw just a flicker of that fear again, dancing in her eyes. This woman had seen too much. More than he by far if his instincts were correct.

      “Anyway, take in the plant before again, and tell me if anything has changed.”

      Again, Cade saw the stout plant, hanging from a golden container strung up by a cord that ran up to the dome above. But this time, when he inspected it, he saw more information.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Citrus Straw Plant

        Consumable

        Food Source, Supplemental Nutrition, Medicinal Herb (ward infection, speed healing)
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        * * *

      

      “That is handy. Though I wish it tasted better.”

      “See that one there?” Ketzal said, pointing to a vine with bright, green bulbs hanging from it in clumps. “That’s a Morine Pear. They are common in certain parts of this world, and taste delicious.”

      Cade found the plant she was talking about, and thought it was an excellent idea to have a snack. He was beginning to feel hungry, and the fruit did look appealing. But before he could say a thing, perhaps ask how they picked fruit from a plant that dangled twenty feet above, Ketzal started walking away, her boots clicking on the stone floor meaningfully.

      Okay, so lesson time is over then. At least she’s as fucked up as I am, Cade thought as he jogged to catch up.

      Finally, the pathway opened up, great walls rising all around to form an impressive amphitheater. At the top of a series of steps, stood a man, or something like a man, arms crossed behind his back. He was regarding another one of the lovely golden fountains, this one spraying its brassy load against the back wall of the enclosure, reflected sunlight blazing through throwing an array of garnish colors across the stone.

      He turned to see them as they approached. His face was anything but human.

      “You are the one who has come to us. Welcome to Tanrial. I am Vormer as I assume you already know.” The creature walked confidently toward Cade, stopping a few feet before him. Vormer was, annoyingly, an inch or so taller and a good deal more handsome.

      Cade held out his hand to shake. “I’m Cade. Well met, good sir,” he said in a mock accent, hoping to ease the tension.

      Instead, Vormer’s face fell into a grimace. “I’ll have none of that, hear? Humor is a base instinct, one which is to be repressed. Now, tell me, Cade, who do you serve?”

      Cade studied Captain Douchebag’s face. It was feline in shape, but covered in metallic, golden scales that reflected in an obnoxiously attractive way. The bastard’s Charisma must be through the roof. Then Cade remembered Ketzal’s warning. He also took into account the man’s impressive scaled armor, gleaming pauldrons rising from his shoulders, and the two swords at his hip. He decided to play it safe.

      “I serve the Burning God, of course. None other. And sorry, I’ll keep my jokes to myself.”

      “Good. Better yet, attempt to purge such base thoughts from your mind altogether. I have done so and am much improved because of it.”

      Looking the cat-like angel in the face, Cade encountered a complete lack of indecision. This dude was dedicated and brain-washed beyond repair. A Marine Corp joke begged him for attention, and he grinned, pushing it away. Cade had nothing but love for his crayon-crunching brothers. Everyone was green during war after all, but the teasing and banter never got old.

      Of course, Vormer caught the look and his frown deepened. “I can see your conviction is lacking. Not surprising. And… well, a Chimera Lord class. Odd. Why did you choose such a strange class?”

      Cade was disturbed the man could read his information like that, but answered honestly. “It sounded awesome. I don’t know. I just wanted something powerful and unique. Was it a mistake to choose so?”

      “Not precisely. Chimera Lords used to be vastly powerful on more than a few worlds throughout the cosmos, but have died out. It’s just odd you choose this one now. And your weapon? Here, let me see it.”

      Vormer’s request felt more like a demand, but Cade handed his axe over anyhow. It irked him to see the simple weapon in the hands of this god-awful and damn near perfect creature. But defying the request would most likely cause trouble.

      “This is far less impressive. Combining two weapons can lead to a powerful tool as it upgrades, but that implies you will survive that long. You would do well to be careful in the coming weeks.”

      The leader of the city stared into Cade’s eyes and only cold logic rested there. This might be my first sociopath in Antinium. Yay me!

      Then, seeming to come to some decision, he turned to Ketzal, ordering, “Summon the Silver Guard. I have a mission for this man.”

      Ketzal bowed her head, nodding fervently. Was that regret on her face? Then she held her hand up to the side of her head, eyes closed, and a faint but tangible pulse of energy erupted around her, sending a ring of force outward into the city.

      In a matter of seconds, ten badass-looking guards ran up, their armor clanking as they jogged in unison, all holding long spears in their hands. They formed two ranks of five, perfectly spaced and even, and waited silently. Their faces were obscured by shining masks and their bodies, arms, and hands with armor. He couldn’t tell if they were from Earth, like Cade, or had more in common with Ketzal or Vormer.

      “Guards, escort Mr. Caderick Shelby to the edge of the city. I have decided to grant him a quest. That is, if he is still intent on holding to his claim of serving the great Aten?” The last of his words came out like a question, and Cade knew he was back in the spotlight.

      Ketzal looked up, fear and hope fighting once more in her restrained gaze, and he knew he had to accept. “Of course, Vormer. I’ll do anything you ask if it serves The Burning God.”

      “Good,” Vormer answered, a hint of pleasure in his tone. “Now go at once. The day won’t last forever, even if they are much longer than you are used to. Check your UVS for quest specifics. For now, head into the jungle to the west of the city. And good luck.”

      The golden dickhead swiveled and walked away, giving everyone all the evidence they needed of how far the stick had been shoved up his ass. Ketzal avoided Cade’s gaze entirely, and that left him feeling more worried than after hearing the leader’s creepy “good luck.” But he followed the Silver Guard as they began marching away, expecting him to follow behind.

      An armed escort should have felt like an honor, or at least lent the man some degree of comfort or safety. All it did, though, was remind him that he now lived in a strange world, without friends, family or allies.

      Vormer was right. He would need to be very careful.
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            The Common Trials of Tourism

          

        

      

    

    
      A delicate field of grass sprawled away from the city. It looked soft enough to sleep in, and the wind blew ripples over its surface. Cade turned and winked at the creepy, faceless guards, who ignored him soundly and returned to whatever hiding place they came from.

      “Like a pack of fucking beetles, man. So weird,” Cade complained, shrugging off the eerie sight of a perfectly synchronized group of soldiers.

      Beyond the grass lay the first trees and shrubs of the jungle Vormer described. Cade didn’t need some high-tech map to tell him his destination was that way. So, blast axe in hand, he started his journey.

      He’d only been walking for perhaps five minutes before he realized that he had no food and no water. His stomach growled like a rabid beast, and he remembered his Lycan Metabolism’s side effect of needing extra food. That was going to be a problem. Then again, he was heading into a jungle. Who knew what kind of food there might be?

      As he strolled along, Cade scanned the plants he encountered. Most weren’t what he would consider edible.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Fibrous Ferns

        Resource Flora

        Crafting Material

      

      

      
        
        Tar Flower Bushes

        Resource Flora

        Alchemical Reagent

      

      

      
        
        Hyacinth Bamboo

        Resource Flora

        Crafting Material
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        * * *

      

      A half dozen other species marked vaguely as Medicinal Herb showed the great variety of potential here, but he didn’t know if he could eat, grind, or smoke them. None were labeled as sources of food though. He would need to hope that something more obvious would be in his path, or that a helpful guide might take pity on him.

      The further he got into the forest, though, the more unlikely that seemed. He couldn’t see a soul in the tangle of limb and leaf, and soon, he found himself walking below a triple-canopied jungle, engulfed by sprawling trees, hanging vines, and plants of every shape and color.

      It was time to stop. Looking back, he could see a few glinting spires of the golden city, but he’d gone far enough on the vague instruction that Vormer had given him. He thought about the quest, and sure enough, information popped up before him.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Quest: Disturbance in the Waterfall District

      

        

      
        Difficulty: Unknown (This information has been intentionally withheld)

      

        

      
        Reward: Unknown (This information has been intentionally withheld)

      

        

      
        Description: Vormer has asked you to discover the source of the disturbance in the Waterfall District. Some creature has attacked some of the city guards who were collecting the herbs present in the area. Known for its diverse wildlife, the Waterfall District is a vital location. The city must have safe access in order to thrive.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Lots of unknowns there. That makes me feel very confident,” Cade grumbled, but brought up his map, and examined the world he lived in for the first time.

      Antinium wasn’t some massive, sprawling series of continents, separated by turbulent oceans. It was a single mass of land covered in various environments. Cade’s map had more detail than he’d hoped for. Nothing would have been more disconcerting than confronting the classic blacked-out fantasy map where everything only filled in once you physically showed up to see it. The map labeled each terrain type precisely, and of course, the city was there too, occupying a good portion of Antinium’s eastern region.

      To the north, the sprawling Borman Mountains rose, jutting up into the sky. Only rippling hills at first, but as they came to the edge of the landmass, the mountains were vast, a few snow-peaked and rocky. The detail Cade saw was breathtaking to behold, almost like looking at a high-definition view of the entire world zoomed out.

      Beyond the mountains, and wrapping the entire landmass of Antinium, was a hazy gray, almost like what he’d seen while speaking with the sophisticated Pablo. It was labeled Oblivion Mist. Well if that isn’t straight fucking nightmare fuel, Cade chuckled to himself. I’ll sleep well tonight.

      Directly north of the city, and below the hills of the mountains, a plain of grasslands lay, lime green and vibrant. To the southwest of Tanrial, strange blocks of stone scattered across the map, and the words Dolnathi Ruins.

      “Let me guess, ancient powers and seriously badass monsters live there,” Cade grumbled. Any time ruins were a part of a fantasy setting, it meant high-level areas.

      The city itself was labeled Tanrial, and directly to the south, a shorter mountain range, the Toth Mountains, stood between the center of Antinium proper and the Hastoor Desert, a wide expanse of sand to the south. He would avoid that area too until he had the equipment to handle such an environment. The sun here in Antinium was very near tropical in its intensity, and he doubted the desert would be any less forgiving.

      He needed a shirt.

      Finally, he saw himself, a tiny marker barely into the Niyan Jungle, a vast portion of the entire map that ran all the way until it hit the eastern wall of Oblivion Mist. Between the jungle and the grassland, just south of the Borman Mountains, a huge lake rested. At his current position, it was almost due north.

      Several streams drifted away from the huge lake, snaking together into the relatively small Waterfall District. It was, if the distance he’d traveled from the city were any indication, a few miles to the northeast.

      The area had a black blip in its center, with the quest marker, Disturbance in the Waterfall District hovering above.

      Adjusting his path somewhat, Cade headed off into the jungle, the Niyan jungle he reminded himself, trying to stay positive. His efforts were only minimally thwarted when he stepped into a cold, wet pile of what had to be shit. At least it’s cold, Cade thought bitterly. Means whatever huge fucking monster did this isn’t so close by.

      He scraped his feet in a patch of grass then kept going, keeping an eye on the ground as much as on the jungle around him.

      A few odd-looking monkeys skittered away from him as he approached, too small to consider a threat. Insects buzzed everywhere. Nothing would be worse than getting stung by some unknown bug and dying on his first romp into the forest. Boots were at the top of his list of items to procure. His pink feet were far too vulnerable for this abuse, but he did notice they were holding up far better than he’d have guessed. Got to love jacking up your Constitution.

      At last, he came to a stream, and though every survival instinct in him screamed not to drink it, he did anyway. The humidity and heat of the day had sapped his body of moisture, and the water was cool and crystal clear. Besides, this was a fantasy world. He just hoped it didn’t have fantasy giardia.

      As he stooped to drink, Cade spotted a flicker of movement below the surface. Warily, he moved his head to the side, avoiding the reflection. Then he spotted it, a long fish with a black spine and stripes running up its side. Holy shit! Thing looks like a largemouth bass! A fishing pole would be a nice tool to have, but right now, he only had an axe and the hair between his butt cheeks. The pool was not very big. Cade drank his fill, hovering over the water. He watched the fish as it moved below.

      He felt stupid trying, but his Dexterity could match a martial artist’s at this point, so he didn’t figure it would hurt testing his abilities. After the fish calmed, its tail flicking at a slower pace, Cade shot his hand into the water. The slimy texture of fish scales brushed his fingers, but he came back empty-handed. An interesting experiment, but waiting for the water to clear of the debris he’d stirred up wasn’t appealing.

      Cade leapt the stream, marveling at how far he could jump.

      His body felt amazing, lithe, capable, like a spring waiting to explode at any given moment. Yet not having proper clothes or armor, and being deployed on a mission that would most likely entail danger, was as appealing as a handful of shit. Upgrades were needed.

      Another rumble of fear-inducing hunger erupted from his gut, and when Cade looked down at his belly, he could swear it looked leaner than before. Great, only a couple hours in and I’m eating myself alive. Need some food, and need it now.

      Cade continued his hike, noting how much closer he was to the Waterfall District. He shifted his focus to the plantlife. His progress slowed to a veritable crawl, but his priority was food. A dead Cade wasn’t a very productive Cade after all.

      Continually, he inspected plants with dubious-ass names, and decided against sampling them. After another half hour of such searching, he saw the most glorious thing in all his very short life here on Antinium. The dangling mass of a Morine Pear Plant, its vines loaded down with dozens of the green fruits.

      “By the sweet and yielding bosom of Ketzal, I will eat you all,” Cade declared, a finger pointing in declaration at his intended target.

      The only tricky part, was that the vines were a dozen feet off the ground. Not at all perturbed, Cade found a nearby tree, and decided to give climbing a try. Dexterity was a miraculous Attribute, and he reveled in the aptitude of his body as he shimmied up the tree. He kept climbing until he was directly above the plant, its vine growing from a vast web of roots leeching into the tree itself. It was a parasitic plant then.

      He pulled his axe free from his leather belt and cut the pears down. The whole mass fell in a heap to the jungle floor. Success!

      Feeling confident, Cade dropped the fifteen feet down, landing gracefully, but turning his ankle on an unseen root.

      He rolled onto his back, sweat blooming from his skin. The familiar pain of a sprained ankle combined with his intense hunger made his head swoon, bile rising in his throat. You are a creature of surprisingly little intellect, Caderick. You deserve this, and you know it.

      After rocking around on the ground awhile, he at last sat up, roused by his hunger, and limped over to find the fruit. Plucking off one of the green pears, he took a bite, juice bursting out and down his chin. It was heaven. More bitter and complex than the pure sweet of an Earth pear, the Morine was infinitely more delicious.

      Cade sat down on his ass and ate ten in a row without stopping. His stomach was tight, and he was covered in sticky juice by the end of it.

      Finally, the faint-headedness of near starvation abated, Cade slung the few vines that still had pears over his shoulder and continued on his journey. And to his surprise, as he took his first war step, the pain was greatly diminished. Score one for health regeneration! Cade thought cheerfully and picked up his pace.

      It wasn’t more than an hour later when the vegetation broke apart, and the distinct sound of rushing water caught his ear. Cade didn’t need to pull up his map to confirm he’d made it to the Waterfall District, he could see them crashing down in all their glory for himself. The land became muddy in areas, and Cade was forced to leap across murky puddles and between rivulets that ran off through the forest. A vast and churning river swept through the clearing that led up to the waterfalls. It was so swift and violent in its descent that Cade had to search, walking ever upstream, for a place to cross.

      Finding an ancient and mostly sturdy log lying across the stream, he walked over the raging water. He stopped halfway over and peered into the water. White caps obscured his view, but a few patches of water were clear enough to allow him to see within the river. Dark shapes moved below, fish or eels perhaps - or at least he hoped. In a river this deep, any manner of creature could survive.

      The thought of crocodiles, or piranha-like fish kept him moving over the rest of the log. On the other side, Cade found a trail descending into a lower portion of the glade, ferns bunching up along the path to either side.

      He wove between them, eyes scanning around him, conscious he’d arrived at the quest marker. Somewhere nearby was a beast who’d been causing trouble. Was it a leopard, a big-ass lizard, some kind of wolf? Well, would be lovely to know, but Cade only had a vague fucking quest description to go off.

      The sound of the waterfalls abated, and he heard instead the steady trickling of a nearby rivulet, coursing down the side of an embankment. The water shone in the sunlight, still ridiculously bright for how long he’d been in this world and tromping around.

      What had Vormer said about the length of days here? When he was finished with this quest, the first thing he’d do was ask Pablo to answer that very question.

      A rustling behind Cade was the only warning he got before a lancing pain tore down his back. “Ah!” Cade bellowed, whipping around to see a tiny beast more fierce than a step-mom on a shopping spree. What in this prehistoric playground is that? He stared into three amber eyes ogling him from the tiny head of a monkey.

      Inspecting it, Cade learned the name of his opponent.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Razor-clawed Marin

        Level 3

        Predator Fauna
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        * * *

      

      If it wasn’t for the scorching pain in his back and the blood dripping down his back, he would have thought the creature adorable. It looked like a fuzzy gremlin, but for a third eye bulging above the normal two. All were bunched up rather too closely in its forehead. Tufts of hair jutted out from the sides of its head.

      It leapt out at him, hissing, lashing out with one of its incredibly long arms. The beast’s claws were aptly named, slicing through his forearm as he blocked the attack. Blood trickled down his arm, the pain enraging the man. “You little shit stain!” he shouted, and whipped his axe around.

      The blade cut through the marin’s chest easily. It fell away, screeching, raging at its own death for all to hear. Good riddance, he thought, rubbing the cuts in his arm.

      He sighed, glancing down at the pathetically small body, and a twinge of guilt blossomed in his chest. Hard to feel like a badass when killing baby monkeys. Still, Cade argued with himself, he fucking started it. The immature thought didn’t make Cade feel any better, but then a question entered his mind, distracting him from the current situation. Can I loot this thing?

      If it were a game, he could click on the marin and a helpful pop-up window would let him know how many Small Monster Bones or Sharp Monkey Teeth he could grab. He bent down, hoping to inspect the creature closer, when a trilling growl sounded behind him.

      He swung around, axe in hand, and came face to face with his quest’s objective. And Cade wanted nothing more than to shit his only pair of pants.
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            Heroes Scream Too, Dammit

          

        

      

    

    
      Cade stared into the glinting yellow eyes of a Nilgathi Drakeling. He knew what it was called because as soon as he laid eyes on the fifteen-foot lizard with corded muscle and shining scales, his brain automatically shouted, What the hell is that?

      The information came up, nice and tidy, below the creature standing before him.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nilgathi Drakeling

        Level 6

        Predator Mega Fauna
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        * * *

      

      Cade couldn’t help but wonder, If that is a drakeling, what does a drake look like?

      In a shuddering breath, it coiled, stepping sideways, sizing Cade up and looking very close to striking out at him with its fang-filled maw. Cade gripped his axe in sweaty palms. Upgraded Attributes or no, I feel entirely too squishy to be facing this thing.

      It lunged, swiping out with its claws, probing him for weakness. It found plenty. Cade threw himself backward, narrowly avoiding the blow, but falling on his ass in the process. Get up, dude. This thing is gonna eat you! Never in the long and twisted years of childhood, not in basic training or in Iraq, nor even in the nightmares that followed, did Cade think he was in direct danger of being consumed by another being. First time for everything, he thought, not at all relishing the experience.

      It snapped out, this time intent on tasting its quarry. Cade struck back with his axe, cutting the beast’s jaw. He could do this, he just had to keep his head. The drakeling charged, this time slashing out twice with its paws. The first, Cade dodged, grateful for his incredible Dexterity once more, but the second tore gashes in his shoulder, sending blood splashing out over the moss-covered ground.

      He grunted, ignoring the pain. It would be a lot worse if the thing bit him. The drakeling was incredibly fast, but Cade did see a pattern in the way it moved. It would creep forward, tense, then let fly, its final movements far too fast to avoid entirely. But he could work with that.

      So the next time it crept forward, Cade waiting until its legs tensed. Then he countered, swinging his weapon down at the beast’s head at the same time it lunged forward. The blade bit deep into one of the drakeling’s eyes, lodging in the bony ridge of its skull. It yanked its head back, plucking the axe neatly from Cade’s grasp.

      He found himself facing a dragon-thing, a huge fucking lizard - which was option number two if he remembered correctly - and completely unarmed.

      The drakeling flung its head around, thrashing in pain as it tried to free the axe. Finally, it slammed the haft of the weapon into an embankment, shoving the blade in deeper. A loud crack announced the beast’s orbital bone popping. The beast hissed, and a fresh torrent of blood sprayed in the air.

      The axe tumbled to the ground below its feet.

      Blue blood showered the ground. The fucking thing almost killed itself. Hell yeah! Point one for the shirtless hero! But Cade held off celebrating as the monster found him with its good eye and opened its mouth. A spark of light formed in the back of its throat, and Cade knew exactly what was about to happen. Thank god for too many movies, he mused as he leapt to the side, his empowered legs launching him ten feet away, then tucking into a roll. It was an elegant maneuver and almost enough to spare what followed.

      But the drakeling swiveled its head, following Cade’s movement. The final dregs of the gout of flame singed his back. Blisters rose instantly and crackled across his back. The fucking beast had cooked him. Ignoring the pain, Cade spun and blinked his eyes, hoping to clear his head. This fight wasn’t over yet.

      The drakeling crawled forward, tensing to attack. Then as its claws darted out, Cade ran at the attack, leaping underneath the blow just in time. He rolled toward his fallen weapon. As his back scraped the ground, the moisture eased his pain at the same time it peeled away some of the blisters already forming there. He growled at the pain, pushing aside the wave of dizziness that overwhelmed his senses, and snatched up his trusty blast-axe.

      Then his mind began to work. Cade had one fucking skill that could hamper this psychotic lizard, slow it down just a little bit. Why in seven hells hadn’t he used it already? The drakeling snapped at him once more, its jaws clicking shut inches shy of Cade’s body. Only having one eye made its aim poor, however. Cade side-stepped the attack and swung down at its other eye, willing Culling the Pack to activate.

      The axe glowed a sickly, pale green, and though the blade did not sink in as far, Cade saw a shudder pass through the beast’s body. It roared, a trickle of its cobalt blood dripping in its good eye.

      When it moved again, the drakeling was noticeably slower. Suddenly, Cade found himself capable of dodging much easier, and he avoided two more attacks, countering by swinging his axe into the beast’s ribs.

      A feeling of exhilaration swept through Cade. I’m winning, god damn it. Fear me and fear McGregor, you big, ugly reptile! Another pass brought Cade close enough to slash into the creature again. Blue blood marked the sky. He was more than stoked, and just about to shout a victory cry and leap on the thing’s back, when it stilled, its scales shuddering, an aura of power beginning to blossom around it.

      “Oh shit,” Cade grumbled. He knew another skill was being activated, and some terrible change to the fight was about to happen. When the drakeling moved next, it was faster, its moves precise and unyielding. In a world with skills, it’s hard to know if and when you’re winning, Cade thought sagely as the beast changed its tactics further and whipped its long tail around, smashing him in the ribs.

      The world spun as Cade flew through the air. He landed with a smack, his back wet with the trickle of water that ran down the face of the embankment. The cold water felt refreshing, but when he tried to breathe, his chest erupted in pain. More than one rib was broken, and he was not entirely sure if he could stand.

      The Nilgathi Drakeling did as he’d wanted just a few moments ago. It tilted its head back and trumpeted in the air, celebrating its impending victory. The sound was like something a raptor might make, between a geese honking and a lion screaming for blood. Then it rounded on Cade, taking careful steps toward its fallen foe. Cade could almost see the thoughts in its one functioning eye. He had fallen before, and somehow gotten back up. Cade was stronger than he looked, so the beast was being cautious.

      That was way too fucking smart for his taste, and he didn’t feel like being eaten quite yet. He pushed up on his elbows and spat blood at the drakeling. But when he tried to lift himself up, he heard a grinding in his sternum. His ribs weren’t just broken, they were shattered. Trying to rise again caused him even more pain, and he fell back against the embankment with a splash.

      Seeing his weakness at last, the monster moved in for the kill. Cade could not whack it with his axe any longer, but this was no ordinary axe. This was McGregor. He flipped the weapon around, holding the axehead in his right hand. Then as the drakeling twisted its head sideways, mouth gaping and sweeping in to devour him, Cade unleashed the charged blast.

      A ball of condensed force, no bigger than an acorn, leapt from the end of his blast axe, sinking into the depths of the beast’s belly. The weapon had a modest kick, something like shooting a 7.62 rifle. Held in only his hand, it rocked back a bit, his elbow pushing into the soil behind him. Modest as the kick was, a crackle of pain lanced through him like lightning.

      The drakeling snapped its teeth, its eye wide with fear and the knowledge of what had transpired. Then it took a few tentative steps backwards, slumping to the ground as it did so. It coughed, a gout of blue blood pouring out on the ground before it. After a dramatic series of twitches, it died silently, just a few feet in front of Cade.

      “That’ll teach you. Don’t open your mouth if you don’t want to get fed,” Cade grumbled, bloody flecks wetting his lips. Then he let his body go slack, the pain too much to bear any longer.

      Time passed, and Cade might have napped. It was a short nap of course - he was awfully tired - and having one’s body broken here and there tends to make one pass out a bit. But when he woke again, it was cold, dark finally settling over the forest, and when he tried to move, his ribs were almost completely healed.

      Cade stood up and stretched out his body. A rumble of doom resounded from his gut, and he rolled his eyes. At least he had the pears. He found those first and ate the rest of his store of food, too greedy to save any.

      Then he approached the hulking form of the Nilgathi Drakeling. He laid a hand on its scaly hide, still warm, and gave it a shove. The thing was incredibly dense. Wanting to make use of the carcass somehow, but not knowing how other than hacking it to bits, he cleared his throat, and called, “Pablo!”

      Nothing happened for a minute, so he tried again. “Pablo, I need you!”

      This time, an electric pop snapped in the air beside him and the little purple fart cloud appeared. “Yes, Caderick. What is it you need?”

      Ignoring the absurdity of summoning a shapeless demon blob from another dimension, Cade got to the point. “I was just wondering about loot. Everything else in this world feels like a damn video game. What about that? Do I use my axe to hack stuff off, or is there a loot menu?”

      Though the demon did not have eyes, Cade felt a thread of judgement. “You’ve already done half of the work. Touch the thing, then think about looting it. A very simple system indeed, one that requires considerably less thought than you seem to think it does.”

      Is this little shit playing word games now? Less thinking about thoughts then. Got it. Biting his tongue, Cade answered, “Thank you, Pablo!” Hands still on the drakeling, he thought, loot.

      A window appeared before his eyes, with several items listed.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        2 Nilgathi Drakeling Fangs

        1 Nilgathi Drakeling Eye

        12 Nilgathi Drakeling Meat

        20 Nilgathi Drakeling Scales

        5 Nilgathi Drakeling Hide
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        * * *

      

      Cade smiled, but then realized he didn’t know how to pick any of the things up or take them away. Growling, he asked, “What do I do now? And please, less sarcasm.”

      “You mentally prompt the items you wish to take into your Inventory. Everyone has an Inventory here in Antinium, and though it is spatially accessed, meaning you do not need to physically carry the items, there is a limit to how much can be carried. At the present, you have 100 out of 100 units of Inventory space available.”

      Giving the items a mental command to jump into his Inventory, the list vanished. As soon as he did so, the beast’s carcass before him transformed. Portions of its body were removed, blood covering the ground, its mouth torn open and its skin and scales pulled back to reveal gory musculature.

      “Gods!” Cade shouted, falling back on his ass. “That is insane. Okay, great, now for the rest.”

      He found the monkey creature lying nearby and set his hand on it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        1 Marin Pelt

        10 Marin Claws Long

        1 Marin Gall Bladder
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        * * *

      

      The resources offered were significantly less, but he wasn’t sure what was valuable in this world. So he took it all as he’d done with the drakeling.

      Thinking he could handle the next step by himself, Cade thought, Inventory. Sure enough, a rectangle full of grid boxes popped up, the items he grabbed populating. As he’d expected, some of them stacked. The fangs and the scales for instance, showed the quantity of that item by labeling the corner of their box with a number.

      “Well done, and congratulations on achieving Level 2! Most travelers do not level so quickly, though to be fair, most would have died after encountering such a powerful creature. That Nilgathi Drakeling was Level 6! Why ever would you accept such a futile quest?”

      Pablo’s words were delivered in an earnest and concerned voice. And as he spoke them, Cade could only think of that shit-eating look on Vormer’s face. He had wanted Cade to die.

      Well, surprise, surprise, I am a lucky fucking bastard. Standing back up, he shrugged off the rage boiling inside. Later. I’ll deal with Captain Douchebag later. For now…

      “So, as glad as I am that I gained a level, how the hell am I supposed to know when it happens next time?”

      “Usually, a subtle tingle will alert you to such a change, but I can see in your combat logs that your body was quite damaged when the beast died. You might not have noticed considering the pain you were in. It does happen. You can access your experience progression, or XP, by thinking XP.”

      More of the subtle sarcasm happening, I’m sure of it. But rather than get pissed off, he used the power he had at hand. “That’s all, Pablo. Thanks for your help. Good bye now.”

      The demon hovered a moment, a bit of purple smoke drifting down from his shapelessness. “As you wish, Caderick. Let me give you one suggestion at least before I do so. It would be in your best interest to make it back to the edge of the jungle at least, before nightfall. The grassy area circling the city shows the boundary where the protective barrier extends. No beasts can enter the zone if the city is occupied. You have exactly fifty-two minutes until that happens. More dangerous beasts than the drakeling will be out. If you wish to survive, either run back to the city as fast as you can or climb a very tall tree and pray to the gods you aren’t sniffed out. I would go with the first.”

      Pablo disappeared after his ominous warning. A chill ran down Cade’s spine, and he wished again for a god damn shirt. Something about having your nipples exposed made feeling confident and safe more of a challenge.

      He would head back, and if he ran, he could make it at least close to the grassland at the edge of the jungle. Before he did though, Cade could not help himself. He brought up his character sheet, grinning. At the bottom of his listed Attributes, he saw that leveling up gave him 5 more Attribute Points to assign. He dropped one into Dexterity, already in love with the way it made him feel, then two into Constitution. The run back would no doubt be a lot easier with those bonuses. Finally, he put one point into Intelligence, knowing his weapon would recharge faster, and one point in Wisdom. The last was chosen simply because it was his lowest Attribute, his Lycan Metabolism reducing it by 2.

      Finalizing the choices, Cade felt his mind and body shift once more. Pain shot through his body but less than before. Still, he was sweating, hands resting on his knees, for several minutes before he recovered.

      He next brought up his Traits options. The Base Traits were no longer available, and only two options were listed, one for each of the beasts he’d slain. Gonna need to kill more critters in the future if I want more options. One more for the honey do list.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Nilgathi Fervor: Taking on the resilience and power of a drakeling, this trait will make your foes tremble. Your skin becomes resistant to piercing, slashing, and fire damage. If this trait is chosen, your Strength will increase by a total of one Attribute Point.

      

        

      
        Marin Tenacity: By channeling the fierce Marin, your hands can become weapons as well as tools. If this trait is chosen, your climbing ability will increase as will your Dexterity by a total of one Attribute Point.
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        * * *

      

      Holy shit in an Easter basket. I can’t believe this is real, Cade crowed in his mind. He was ecstatic for the upgrade. He spent very little timing making up his mind to gain the power of the drakeling. He chose Nilgathi Fervor, and relished in the feeling it unleashed throughout his body. His skin felt tough, more resilient somehow even though nothing changed visibly. The added bump to his Strength Attribute was nice as well, and once again, Cade’s muscles swelled.

      The effect was more subtle than before and he realized that the Strength attribute was adding muscle density as well as size. That was a good thing. He planned on increasing his strength further and had no desire to become a hulking bro.

      Happy with his choice as he was, it was disturbing not to know what he might have gained with Marin Tenacity. But who could complain at a time like this?

      Finally, Cade prompted the Active Trait Skills menu, and eyed what options the drakeling provided.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sapping Slap: Lashing out with a tail forged in mana, your attack causes 50% normal attack damage but reduces the mana pool and stamina of your foe by 10%. 60-second Cooldown.

      

        

      
        Wyrm’s Wrath: Unleashing the rage of the dragon within, this skill increases all attack damage by 15% and movement speed by 20%. Damage received during is increased by 25%. 1-minute Duration. 5-minute Cooldown.
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        * * *

      

      A part of the man knew what Pablo would say, could guess at his caution. Choosing the second skill was dangerous. He couldn’t afford to be hit by extra damage when so low a level. But caution, undue caution at least, was for pussies.

      He selected Wyrm’s Wrath with a grin.

      Cade wanted nothing more than to move on to his last choices of upgrading Mr. McGregor, but dark was falling swiftly, and he needed to move. He could handle that when in a less precarious situation.

      Taking a brief look at his Character Sheet, Cade felt like serious progress had been made.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Name: Cade

        Level: 2

        Strength: 14

        Constitution: 13

        Dexterity: 13

        Intelligence: 13

        Wisdom: 9

        Charisma: 13

        Traits: Lycan Metabolism, Nilgathi Fervor

        Skills: Culling the Pack, Wyrm’s Wrath

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Without further delay, Cade cleared his vision of information, and headed off in the falling dusk toward Tanrial.
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            Joining the Scouts is Way Overrated

          

        

      

    

    
      It occurred to Cade, as he tripped over exposed roots, and the skin of his arms tore open as he ran into unseen branches, that he’d waited far too fucking long to get out of dodge.

      Checking his map, he saw he was exactly halfway back to the clearing. Darkness had wrapped itself around him as surely and completely as a wool blanket though, and he, as of yet, did not have any cool night-vision perks. He’d thought that his increased Attributes would be enough to see him through in a mad dash of athleticism. But the process of choosing everything had simply taken too long.

      Now he clambered through the brush, no trail in sight. It was a shit show for sure.

      Cade saw something darker ahead, and he thought for a moment, it was a clearing through the vegetation, perhaps even the forest opening up at last. Too soon according to the map, but desperate people have desperate hopes. It was in fact the flat expanse of a Worrikoo Tree’s trunk, and by the time he noticed, Cade was crashing into it, his head smacking flat against the dense wood.
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        * * *

      

      Clarke walked in a line of men, his back clenched in pain. He was carrying a dainty M-4 assault rifle. The thing felt like a toy in his hands. He was used to humping the 240B machine gun he was assigned. It was the platoon’s main support gun, one of two really, but since he was the best gunner in 3rd platoon, and because he was bigger than most everyone else, Clarke got the honors.

      Usually, patrols didn’t need one of the gun teams along. Yet occasionally, perhaps in pity or to keep him sharp, his squad leader would throw someone else up on the gun and let him patrol.

      The part of the city they were searching was dense, so ramshackle thick their Strykers had to wait a mile out. Clarke wouldn’t complain. It was nice getting to run around with the line units. Usually, he was head, shoulders, and gut out of the top hatch as they raced around the city, day dreaming about IEDs and snipers. Not today. Today he was a simple rifleman.

      They were making their way up a long hill, a three-foot ravine cut down the center of the dirt path, making their progress slow and arduous. Still, it reminded Clarke of hopping rocks in a creek. He would always try to get further up, around one more bend, hoping for a pool with a fat trout in it.

      But it was hot, Iraq hot, and it didn’t at all smell like the mountains. The zoning out was useful though. It kept him from imploding with boredom.

      As the patrol neared the top of the hill, the squad leader paused. The crackle and buzz of his radio filled the tense air. The town was so far out of Mosul they weren’t used to raids like this. Townsfolk were nervous, holed up, and everyone felt the difference. Clarke kept thinking of insurgents popping out of one of the many metal gates that faced them, AK blaring. Wouldn’t do the bastards much good. Their platoon was a mix of dip shits and fuck offs, but they could kill things well enough when they had to.

      “This is it. Let’s go in here. Now pay the fuck attention okay. Rimdan, you take point,” the squad leader said. Roarke, a new team leader, moved to the front and leaned back, aiming a kick at the shabby door. Before his foot landed, a huge dog erupted from under a dump truck. Its hackles lifted two inches off its back as it rushed to bite the man.

      Clarke swiveled, the world going quiet and still. He stared, both eyes open, over the top of his borrowed rifle. Thumb flipped safety. Two rounds discharged. Dog squealed in pain. Door slammed open as the boot lands.

      Then the team leader turned back, “What the fuck was that?”

      The damn dog was still snapping its teeth at him, so Clarke landed a boot in its face, sending the poor beast flopping away. Clarke shoved the team leader forward. “Just fucking go! Go, god damn it! You’re standing in the doorway!”

      The team leader finally got what was happening, then pressed forward, the rest of the squad at his back. Clarke remained behind, watching the alley. He couldn’t help but glance at the dog still clinging to life, so much braver than the rest of them. As he watched, pink foam filled its mouth, its body finally growing still. Then the beast shifted, morphing into the butchered form of a Nilgathi Drakeling, skin missing and its teeth torn out.
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        * * *

      

      Cade sat up, covered in sweat. All around him, the jungle was wreathed in an eerie silver glow, brighter than he would have imagined. What the hell is this? he wondered, and stood, finding his axe glinting nearby. He walked about, aimless for a few moments, until he caught sight of the moon. It was massive, pocked with great craters, some of its edges cut away like a chipped blade.

      “Beautiful,” he said, and flinched at the sound of his own voice. In the pregnant silence of the night, where even insects had gone quiet, his voice was very out of place in the extreme.

      Nothing moved about him, not even the scramble of a mouse through the leaves. The silence, more than the silver glow, or even waking up in the middle of the night in a jungle, unnerved him.

      You’re not lost. Use your map, dummy, Cade coached himself, bringing up the display in his mind. Sure enough, there was his little blip on the map, about halfway between the edge of the forest and the Waterfall District where he’d fought the drakeling.

      Reorienting himself, Cade began walking through the jungle as quietly as he could manage, not an easy task at all, for he had as of yet no stealth skill or trait. He moved at a snail’s pace, wanting to minimize his clumsiness if possible. Despite his efforts, he continued to crack branches, smack into large fronds, and crunch dried leaves. He was as loud as a grocery cart pile-up in this quiet place.

      Another sound, one he was growing sick of hearing, rumbled in the night air. His belly needed fuel again, and he didn’t have any to give it. In the time Cade had been in this world, he’d only consumed maybe one or two thousand calories. That sum seemed sufficient, but it was all water and sugar. Fruit wasn’t enough. His body craved protein in a bad way.

      A troubling thought crossed his mind. He did have drakeling meat.

      But there was of course no fire to cook it with, no salt or lemon juice to cure it in, no smoke to… well, smoke it with. He couldn’t just eat a raw chunk of meat. He couldn’t. Still, curious to see what the meat would just look like, Cade focused on his Inventory, saw the meat in its slot, then focused on pulling just one out.

      A massive gob of wet meat thunked to the ground before him. It was roughly cube-shaped and weighed at least ten pounds. The meat smacked against his feet and caused him to jump backward, revulsion sweeping through him. No freaking way. Not happening, Cade thought, stooping down to place his hand on the cube. Planning to zip it straight into his Inventory again, Cade caught a faint whiff of the meat. It smelled exactly as one might think. Like raw meat. What Cade didn’t expect was how much it appealed to his senses.

      He stared at the bloody sheen of its surface, just a foot away from his mouth. The silver moonlight made it appear blueish in hue, not red, and that somehow helped. Then his resistance broke.

      Cade slammed his face into the hunk of drakeling meat. The teeth he had in his old life, the ones that were yellowing and riddled with cavities, might have refused such a task. They might even have loosened or pulled free from the uncommon exercise. But not with his currently amped Constitution and Strength. Cade’s mouth was a mincing machine, which he thought dully, is exactly what they should be.

      The meat wasn’t disgusting, it wasn’t slimy or in any way off-putting. It tasted like protein, like fuel, like another fucking go in this world. He tore off bite after bite, working the meat down like a hyena. Blood trickled down his chin and chest, but he couldn’t care less.

      Energy poured into his body. And for the first time since leaving the city, Cade felt capable of anything. So this is Lycan Metabolism. Hell yeah. When he felt his stomach finally give the “give up now” signal, Cade belched, assessing his work. The meat was almost halved, and he was sticky with blood. And he felt like a proper murder machine.

      The thought of lying down right there and falling asleep again was tempting. The forest floor was cold and wet, but his body thrummed with energy. He could just wake up and go crazy on another chunk of meat when he woke again. But as the thought crossed his mind, he heard an odd sound, the first in far too long, almost like a kitten purring. It was more high-pitched, however, and only a few feet away.

      Cade glanced over to see a pair of bulbous, green-tinged eyes, blinking at him. Again, the thing purred, higher this time, almost like a bird. It hopped. Cade could tell ‘cause the eyes bobbed forward, and the sound of a branch jostling followed.

      I’ve got company. Hopefully this one acts as cute as it looks, he thought, catching a glimpse of its body for the first time. It was a minuscule lump of fur, the size of a football perhaps, with long hind legs. A frog monkey. Fantastic!

      Then the return call of a dozen more of the frog monkeys purred out from the surrounding trees above. Oh boy. That can’t be good.

      Five more thunks followed, some falling directly to the forest floor others onto low branches. Their eyes blinked at Cade, then down at the meat before him. He kicked it away, tumbling toward the bastards. They could have it. He was good and full anyhow. The eyes of the nearest creatures, which he still could not identify as he couldn’t full see the things, turned from soft green to orange.

      Then they pounced, tearing into the offered meat with savage delight. It was a noisy affair, and Cade had to focus on not vomiting up his meal, the sound of tearing flesh and tiny mouths chewing more than a little disturbing.

      In a few moments, they stilled. The meat was gone. Wow, impressive. A little too fucking impressive if you ask me, Cade thought, anxiety threading around him like a coiled snake. They looked up at Cade. A dozen more of the creatures fell down onto closer branches, a few coming up within a foot or two of Cade’s leg. Fuck me sideways on a Sunday! They are still hungry.

      Cade wanted to scream and run away, but he tried to use his brain instead. As more purring emitted from the trees above, who knows how many of the creatures arriving at the prospect of free food, he accessed his Inventory, and dropped another lump of meat out. This time he caught and threw it into the bushes.

      The drakeling meat landed in a moonlit patch of grass, wet and shining. Then at least twenty of the little monsters fell on the thing, ravaging it with terrifying efficiency.

      Cade stood up, the beasts still feasting, then summoned another cube of meat. This was precious to him. No other food had filled him up since arriving to Antinium, and yet, he did not want to think of how hard it would be to fight dozens of half-invisible nightmares. They would eat him in minutes.

      Throwing the meat, Cade snatched up his axe, and started to run. He checked the map again briefly to make sure he wasn’t going the wrong way, then picked up speed, hoping he could simply outrun them.

      A minute later, he slowed, his body covered in lacerations and bruises. Twice, he’d fallen on his face, scraping himself on unseen roots and branches. All was silent, and he felt certain the frog monkeys were gone. The innocent and almost tender purr a few feet away let him know how delusional his hopes were.

      Suddenly a dozen pairs of eyes were blinking at him again, then two dozen, then three. Cade turned to run but saw another bushel of freaky-ass eyeballs blinking at him, blocking the way. Brandishing his axe, Cade slashed out at one of the creatures nearest to him. It hopped gracefully over his attack, then pounced on his shoulder.

      A burst of pain erupted from the tiny terror’s bite. “Gah!” Cade shouted, unable to hold his cry back. The thing had torn into the tendons at the top of his shoulder, and in a single bite, Cade felt a few of the vital pieces of tissue snap. His arm hung limp, and he nearly lost grip on his axe.

      Fighting was not going to cut it. Cade turned and ran.

      More of the frog monkeys leapt at him, falling on his back and head. Others snapped out at his legs as he passed. The aim these little shits possessed with their teeth was out fucking standing. Though he could respect their tenacity, he did not need to stand around and take their abuse.

      Cade booked it.

      Tearing through the jungle at full speed in the half dark, everything tinged with silver, and all sense of proportion lost isn’t a good way of preserving your body or your dignity. Cade didn’t care though. As he ran, he felt the frog monkeys tearing into his legs, arms and back. One landed on his neck and actually bit his fucking ear!

      He dropped more of the drakeling meat. The swarm of beasts didn’t seem to care as much as before. Having had a taste of man flesh, they were intent on their new target.

      Without his Nilgathi-toughened skin, Cade would already have been dead, but knowing this, however, gave him little to no comfort.

      He reached up with his free hand to swat the thing away, but it yanked free of his grasp, taking a bit of his flesh with it. Cade howled in pain, his vision seeming to flicker a moment. It was too much. Cade stopped, falling to the ground in pain. They were eating him alive, and all he could do was punch and thrash, hoping they would have their fill and leave most of him intact.

      Then they were gone, scampering away in a flash. Cade could only blink in surprise. A single frog monkey remained, biting the top of his shoulder. He snatched it by the head as he stood back up. Cade squeezed until its skull popped. It went limp in his hand, and he pulled its fangs free.

      “That’s right, you fuckers,” he growled. “Oh, thank god. Thank fucking…” Cade cut off as he heard a strange sound, the hiss of air pulling into enormous lungs. Something was sniffing him. Something huge.

      Cade turned and looked up into a pair of glowing red eyes. The creature was over a dozen feet tall and just as wide, its head sprouting twisted horns that shone in the moonlight. So cliche, Cade thought. The little things that seem like danger and then the real danger beast is right behind you. Why does this keep happening?

      So Cade did the only thing that was left for him to do. He flung the fucking frog monkey at the beast’s face and ran.

      A roar that made his butthole tremble shook the foliage around him. More terrifying yet was the rhythmic tremors of its pursuit. Cade checked his map, so close. He was right at the edge of the forest.

      Covered in wounds, Cade limped along as best he could. The back of one of his legs was shredded, each step agony. And his body shimmered in his own blood. He didn’t stop or slow, however, he kept running, the pounding behind him coming closer by the second.

      He saw a tall tree ahead, and he sprinted for it; he was foolish enough to take a single glance behind him, and he saw the beast’s shape as it ran after him. Two massive arms pounded ahead, a smaller rear end below a thick torso. It was an ape creature but big enough to eat him whole. And though Cade was running at incredible speed, it was gaining on him.

      Cade swept past the tree and continued his retreat, but as he stole a look behind him, he saw the monster crash through the barrier, cracking the tree’s trunk with little resistance.

      It bellowed at him, angry at his clever attempt. Great, I’ve made the gorilla demon more angry. Cade’s chest heaved, his lungs burning with exertion, and then, of course, he fell. The evil root that caught him by the foot felt like a cord of iron, inexorable in its grasp.

      He slammed into the ground and tumbled through the brush. Somehow he managed to keep hold of his axe, though at this point, it wouldn’t do him much good.

      He struggled to his feet, legs shaking, and stared back. The creature swung at Cade with a balled fist, and he triggered his new ability, Wyrm’s Wrath. He rolled, his body shooting to the side with incredible speed.

      Anger crossed the creature’s face. The gargantuan primate looked as if Cade had stolen its lunch. It brought its arm down again, hand open, thick claws tipping each finger. This time, its aim was too precise, its attack too quick to dodge. Cade fell backward, falling to the ground. All he could do was grimace.

      Then a pulse of energy, a blue rippling shockwave rebounded through the air before his face. A moment of confusion passed, but then he remembered. The boundary! I made it to the fucking boundary!

      And as if his success were a personal insult, the creature opened its mouth and screamed at him in rage. Its tremendous bulk shook with repressed violence, and its eyes shone mad in the moonlight. Cade had never seen anything so terrible in his life.

      It turned away and crashed through the forest. A minute later, when he could no longer hear it running, a malevolent roar shattered above the forest. Cade somehow knew that the beast was not issuing a threat, but rather a very personal and sacred promise.
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      Cade woke below the magical street lamp that burned soundlessly at the edge of the golden city. His body was stiff, a combination of soreness from the previous day’s exertions and residual scar tissue, a side effect he hadn’t know about. His rapid health regeneration worked miracles though. The stump of a new ear was already grown back from having been bitten off by a frog monkey. Regrowing tendons and muscle, though, seemed to be a more complex endeavor.

      He examined his blast axe, noting the full mana battery at its base. Not a single ding marred the metal, and he wondered if it were some kind of steel or a mystical alloy that couldn’t be damaged. No way to tell, so he pushed the thought away.

      Traveling into the city again and requesting an audience with the eloquent and uptight Vormer was the plan, but before he did so, Cade summoned a chunk of meat and ate till it hurt. He still couldn’t get much past the halfway mark, but eating five sixteen-ounce steaks in a go was pretty impressive. Cade tried to recall the meat into his inventory, but it wouldn’t work. Apparently, having consumed part of it made it less than one unit. He set it down in a sticky pile below the lamp and tried his best to wipe his hands.

      Images of trickling streams or massive goblets of water filled his mind. He was most definitely dehydrated. Cade snagged up his axe and began strolling through Tanrial, hoping to see a fountain that wasn’t pissing out brass-colored water.

      After a short walk, he did so. A simple fountain, just a small stream of water pouring out of what appeared to be a human with the head of an eagle. I am sorry, Mr. Hawk, but I sorely need to bathe. Cade drank his fill, the water spilling down his chest, dirt and blood mucking the water below. But before he’d had his fill, five guards sprinted up to him, spears flashing in the morning light.

      “Step away from the fountain! Commandant Vormer requests your presence in the Great Hall.”

      Cade thought to argue, but the facelessness of the guards’ masks and the not-so-subtle positioning of their spears made him reconsider. Easy, fuckers. I’m a near-naked dude who’s outnumbered. Holding up his hands, he sighed out a cloud of frustration, allowing himself to be escorted through the city.

      He’d wanted to drink until he felt satisfied, wanted also to bathe the night’s gore and filth of the forest from his body. Instead, he came before the rigid and repressed figure of Commandant Vormer once more. The lion angel man was sitting in a chair that looked like a throne, a goblet of some dark liquid and a plate of fruits before him.

      “Please, won’t you sit down? I was so pleased to hear you survived the night away. Few manage to return to the city before nightfall.”

      By the tone of his voice, Cade could tell distinctly how much the man hadn’t wanted him to survive. So, I’m a nuisance now, huh? Wonder if this guys has any actual friends or allies. “I did make it, though it was close at the end. Do you know anything about a huge ape creature with horns? I think I pissed it off.”

      A flicker of surprise registered in Vormer’s eyes, and his mouth perked up to one side. Great. Now I have to believe this prick can smile? It’s almost like he’s a person. “The Kotani Ma is its name. The kotani are a species of great ape, powerful and fearless. Ma is a title. He is their leader, and is by far the largest and strongest among them. To have seen the beast and survived is more impressive than surviving the jungle.”

      “Yes, I can see why. About the quest. When I checked the details it said the Quest Rewards were unknown. In fact, the difficulty was too. Do you know anything about that?” Cade said, a bit of his anger leaking through.

      Vormer laughed, an almost shrill and disdainful thing. If anyone gave out awards for pissing people off with a single sound, this man would take gold. When he spoke after, all hint of humor was gone. “The Burning God saw fit to test you, Caderick Shelby Clarke. Since you have lived, I must admit that Aten has some purpose for you yet. If it were up to me, I’d have killed you yesterday. Believe me, the task would not be a challenge. Just because you’ve gained a single level doesn’t mean you aren’t vermin here. Do not forget your place again.”

      Cade bit his tongue, letting the pain ease his rage. Making this dude hate you will either get you killed or else lead to some other fucked-up quest. So instead, he smiled and bowed his head. “I understand. I’m exhausted, need water and a bath, and do not know my place here. I almost feel as if I don’t belong at all, in fact, so please forgive me.” Go Charisma Attribute. That was fucking sly!

      And though Vormer didn’t release his butthole’s death grip, he did seem mollified. “I do have another mission for you, one of great importance. Having slain the Nilgathi drakeling, a reward is in order. First, however, please accept the hospitality of Tanrial. My guards will lead you to a place where you can get cleaned up, and get dressed in clothes more fitting one who follows the Burning God.”

      The man turned away at that, giving Cade his back so assuredly that his dismissal was obvious.

      Another short trip through Tanrial brought Cade down into a vast chamber. As they descended, the guards came to a shimmering door, or a portal maybe. No wood or stone blocked the way, but an opaque and luminescent wall of light. And to nobody’s surprise, it was golden.

      Cade paused a few moments, looking around at the guards who were now standing in a tight rank, silent and inhumanly still. These guards do not fuck around. Vormer must vaporize them for giggling, poor bastards.

      Not seeing any other option, Cade strolled toward the portal. But before he could pass through, one of the guards held out his hand, blocking the way, then gestured at Cade’s blast axe. “No way, man. Sorry, but this is coming with me.”

      In a voice as cold as steel itself, the guard answered, “By orders of the Commandant, none shall enter the royal baths with a weapon in hand. It shall be returned to you afterward.”

      He wanted to argue, insist he had a right to personal protection, even in the “royal bath,” but he was tired and knew he wouldn’t win. So Cade thrust out his axe, shoving the guard back a step as he did so, and walked through the portal.

      Within, the light permeating the chamber was hazy, a thick fog of mist filling the air. The smell of lemons made the air smell fresh and vibrant. And some burning herb, like sage and pine oil, pulled away much of the weariness that clung to Cade’s body.

      Two women walked up to him as he came to a stop at the edge of a pool, its surface covered with smoke or steam or both. He stilled when he noticed neither woman was dressed, their sleek bodies dripping condensation. Shapely breasts swayed and jostled before him as they strode forward.

      By the majesty of every seventh-grade fantasy, what the fuck is going on here? Cade mused, his thoughts in a daze. Did I smoke some fantastical Antinium herb? Or is this really happening?

      The woman to the left had full breasts and dark cinnamon-brown nipples. Her body was beyond shapely, a slight curve to her muscular belly, below which stood two thick and powerful thighs. Her skin was streaked wet, and she grinned at him as he took in her form, a quirk to her smile as if she knew exactly how deliciously painful this was.

      The woman to his right stood tall with a lean and graceful body like a deer. Her eyes were a golden yellow, flitting around his face nervously. He thought he noticed something peculiar about her hair, and then he realized that she had feathers woven into the auburn locks. Not as ornaments, but growing from her scalp. They were lovely, soft-looking things that had a copper sheen in the glow of the light that suffused the bath.

      In a professional, brusque manner, Cinnamon girl tugged at the leather of his belt, unfastening the only piece of modesty left to him. The other poured a bucket of hot water over his head, drowning his protests.

      Cade sputtered, gasping. He could wash himself, thank you very much.

      As they lifted another bucket, he held his hands out, trying to fend them off. Yet when he did so, his hand accidentally brushed against the tits of Feather girl.

      He caught a glint of fear in her eyes, and embarrassment shot through him in a pang. Not wanting to be perceived in the wrong light, Cade lowered his hands and closed his eyes. He made a silent promise that from now on, he’d hold still and cooperate.

      But they weren’t just here to drench him. He choked down a gasp as soft hands touched him, washcloths in their grip. His eyes flew open wide to take in the two women now massaging away the blood and muck that clung to his chest and neck and face. But it wasn’t careless or hurried, though maybe he’d be more comfortable if it were. These girls took their time wiping away every speck of grime, and every time the washcloth slipped, their fingers stroked his feverish skin.

      Cade swallowed hard and couldn’t decide if this were heaven or not.

      Cinnamon girl lifted a bucket, her brows raised as if to ask if he’d behave this time. Feather girl tried to hide a smile behind her hair, but he saw it. Smirking and put at ease, he closed his eyes and waited. The only permission she needed to pour the water over his head once more.

      Suds ran down his body. He kept still and blind as the women ran their hands over his chest, shoulders, and stomach. Cleaning off the last of the suds.

      He exhaled when they were finished. There. That wasn’t so bad. He could do this. Maybe even without a painful boner.

      Cade opened his eyes and nearly groaned.

      Another woman had joined their little group while he’d been waiting.

      She was short, just about chest height, and had the taut and springy body of a gymnast. And she stared shamelessly into his eyes. Glancing lower, only encouraged by her impish grin, he saw the mound of her sex covered in a fine velvet that shimmered golden.

      Not all that glitters, but I’ll be damned if that is not gold, Cade thought and swallowed hard.

      As she picked up her own washcloth and kneeled before him, Cade’s eyes snagged on the faint ripples of muscle in her shoulders and chest, the way her small breasts curved up into sharp peaks.

      He wanted to put his mouth around one of them, pull it in between his teeth.

      That thought wasn’t going to help him stay in line. He held his breath when Cinnamon and Feathers joined their companion on their knees. The process of cleansing moved to his lower half.

      Cade gasped, trying to maintain some semblance that this was all quite normal. That is, until a hand swept between his thighs, removing the last barrier of privacy he had left. Now I know the gooch is clean. That’s awesome. Was really worried there for a bit. Cade winced in pain and pleasure as another hand, slippery with soap, grazed the outside of his thigh.

      Feather girl was not frightened of him anymore. And though he wanted to explore her sensual frame more with his eyes, he averted them, knowing she was the one who he’d touched, who he’d frightened.

      The top of the women’s heads were frighteningly close to his groin as they scoured his legs, feet and ankles. And it was all fucking too much, far too provocative an engagement for Cade to fully suppress a reaction. One of the women giggled. Two of them nudged each other, grinning. Cade wasn’t sure how he managed to stay upright, but finally, they rinsed him.

      He nearly collapsed in relief when they all rose to their feet. Feather girl smiled coyly and gave the side of his cheek a playful slap before the three withdrew and disappeared back into the mist.

      Cade stood, rigid as a tourney lance, and blushing madly. At least I’m alone now, he thought, before the sound of approaching feet came to his ears once more.

      Before he could be accosted again, or worst, laughed at for his display of arousal, Cade tromped into the nearest pool. He gasped at the dramatic shift in temperature. It was like stepping into a river of ice.

      “By the hairy nuts of my father!” he shouted, the frigid water swirling around his legs. But he forced himself to sink lower into the pool, concealing himself, and at least grateful for the extinguishing of his flaring attentions.

      Feet padded gracefully by him, a figure swirling through the mist. The women came to this person as well, and again, a splash of water spilled over someone’s head. Cade couldn’t see who it was. Who knows? Maybe the golden lion decided to see what a Terran’s cock looked like. After this ice bath, not fucking much.

      The women scrubbed faintly at someone else’s body in silence, Cade trying his best to survive the punishment of the ice pool. What kind of sick people are these that think cold baths are relaxing? He did have to admit though, that the water was having a positive effect on his body. The dregs of the pain he’d felt coming into the city evaporated from the healed wounds on his legs and torso.

      That’s what ice baths were for. The NFL and other sports organizations back on Earth always had frigid water available to their athletes, a way to sap the inflammation from their bodies as quickly as possible. Yet by the time the newcomer finished, a final bucket of water splashing down through the porous floor, Cade was nearly shivering.

      The person stepped into a pool just a few feet away, and at the chance curling of mists, he saw that it was Ketzal. She nodded to him, and clearing her throat, said, “Is it customary for people in your world to take cold baths? I usually prefer the hot, unless of course I am injured.”

      Cade scrambled for a response, and thankfully the mist hid his reaction. “We love hot baths, mostly. I…” Fuck it. This woman didn’t give a shit. “I freaked out when you came in and jumped into the nearest pool. Now I feel like my toes are going to fall off.” There. I was honest, at least.

      He thought he heard a laugh, stifled by good graces and a hand, but he wasn’t sure. The entire room seemed to hum faintly, a sound he hadn’t noticed at first, but which seemed to permeate the air with a subtle vibration.

      “It may be wise of you then to come to my pool before you lose anything… essential.”

      Aware that the full majesty of his manhood was quite diminished, Cade took the offer anyhow, slinking to the hot pool and trusting that the mist would give him some privacy. Everything further than three or four feet away was hazy, so he felt confident she would only see the glow of his pink, shining ass as he plopped in.

      Immediately, the hot water washed over his legs and body, and he felt a deep tension in his chest relax. He groaned, no longer giving two flying fucks who thought what. The water was exquisite. A perfect temperature, if you liked it hot.

      Cade couldn’t handle hot tea or hot food in his mouth. His tongue and lips burned easily, so he was always waiting around for coffee or soup to cool, back when he was on Earth at least. But his body, thankfully the same here in Antinium, could withstand ungodly temperatures.

      “Better?” an amused Ketzal asked.

      “Infinitely. Thank you for telling me. I’m so stupid and stubborn I would have stayed in there until I died.”

      She did laugh this time, though it was still soft, held back. After a time, he grew conscious that she too was most likely naked, and he recalled the perk and jostle of her ass when she’d led him into the city for the first time.

      Those thoughts were going to lead him nowhere savory, so he sat up and tried for conversation. “So, I am a human, from a place called Earth, and I chose Chimera Lord. You probably know all that by now, but, if it isn’t super rude to ask, where are you from and what do you do?”

      A faint swish of water told him she’d moved, but when Ketzal emerged from the mist a few feet away, he had to try not to gasp. By everything holy, this woman is a goddess.

      No, Cade. I am more like a demoness. At least that is what you would call me, being from Terra.

      He did gasp now, looking around, but settling back on the round, smiling face of the woman before him. “Did you just…”

      “Speak in your mind? Yes. And I am sorry, but I can also hear all of your thoughts. I’m flattered you think I’m attractive. Some of your other thoughts were quite interesting as well, but I promise, I do try to repress most of what I hear from other people. If I didn’t, the onslaught of information would be quite overwhelming.”

      Cade studied her face, her purple skin seeming more alive covered in perspiration. Atop her head, two horns curled back, something he’d missed before as he recalled she’d been wearing a hood and cloak. Black hair clung to her scalp, and she bit the corner of her lip nervously. You hide your thoughts well, for a man at least. Please, tell me what you think of my horns. Are they disturbing? Distasteful?

      After a while, Cade allowed himself to view the bony appendages from a new angle, not just the biased one of a man who’d only ever seen humans before. Each horn had an elegant curve to it, taking them up and around the side of her head. He could see the benefit to this design as both of her temples were quite well-protected. The horns had a bronze cast to them, and looked almost metallic.

      Then he shrugged, and admitted honestly, I think they’re lovely, though I am not used to them. A demoness? You said that is what I would call you. What would you call you?

      Her smile broadened, and she answered. I would call me a bezel. Of all the races you will no doubt encounter on this world, the bezel is one that is closest to human.

      She drifted in the water as she ran a hand over a horn self-consciously. As she did so, Cade couldn’t help his eyes flicking down to the tops of her generous breasts lifted by the water. He immediately stared back into her eyes, trying his best not to think too many horny thoughts, but the image of her chest was burned into his mind. If the women he’d seen before had full breasts, Ketzal was doubly endowed, and for just a second, he thought, Are her nipples as dark as her lips?

      Fittingly, a devilish grin crossed the woman’s face, but she allowed him some degree of dignity as she continued, We are from the same reality you are though not the same realm. I am sure you have heard the name of my great-grandfather spoken. He’s quite famous.

      Try me, Cade thought in his head, reveling in the intimacy of this manner of communication.

      Have you heard of Beelzebub the mighty?

      Cade’s jaw dropped. He had a rocky faith at best growing up, and things only got worse after seeing the worst mankind had to offer in war. But he remembered the name of the demon from some Bible lesson long ago. Yes, I believe I do. You’re his great granddaughter?

      In a manner of speaking. All bezel descend from him, though there are countless generations separating me from my progenitor. You asked what I am, and now you know, but it is also what I do. Unlike you, I could not choose my class. We are bound to the abilities we had when we wore different flesh.

      Okay, so all bezel have the same class? The same abilities?

      She shook her head, her horns catching the light and glimmering faintly. Ketzal moved closer, within two feet of Cade, and his eyes glanced down at her lips. They were full and much darker than the rest of her skin, almost black, like the skin of a plum or black cherry.

      There are no classes of bezel, only a rigid hierarchy. I was lucky not to be of the lower castes, some so base they were formless, only wavering clouds of consciousness with little purpose. Then there are imps and hell hounds and many other beasts who have little intellect, but great appetite. I am of the third caste, a bezelite, or a demon as humans know them from stories and legends. Above that position there is another caste similar to the lords and ladies of a court, the elite among us.

      And at the top?

      At the top are the gods of our world. They battled with the gods of yours, and much was lost. Both sides are simply too powerful to end the other, so instead, they spend millennia ruining one another.

      Cade’s mind spun. What an odd take on everything his world believed in and knew to be true, at least from his tiny perspective.

      Ketzal continued, now so close he felt her foot graze against his, and he watched the pearly white of her teeth as she said the rest out loud. “I can hear the thoughts of others. That is one of my abilities. And I can also use mana to cast spells. When I came here, I was allowed to choose a new set of spells, which has been very pleasant. I can weave darkness, use it for concealment, to cause damage. And other things. Though it is generally impolite to ask too much about another’s abilities before you know them well.”

      Embarrassed, he looked down into the water, hoping he hadn’t offended the woman.

      Guessing the source of his discomfort, she added, I am not offended, Cade. Although I am worried. As I am sure you know, you were not supposed to survive your trial in the forest. That you have has forced Vormer, by his own decree, to allow you to serve the Burning God. But if you do not abide Vormer’s commands he will likely kill you.

      This didn’t come as a surprise to Cade. Somehow, he had to figure a way out of the man’s influence of power. Even now, he was certain the baths were guarded. The topic of the strange deity coming up stirred Cade’s curiosity. He moved to question the woman about this Burning God, when a guard entered the mists. “You’re both being summoned by Commandant Vormer. Please come at once. Lord Caderick, more suitable dress has been arranged for you in the antechamber.”

      A pang of anxiety crossed Ketzal’s face, and she moved away from him, lifting herself from the pool and walking away. Despite his anger at having the only pleasant conversation he’d had in this world ended on the whim of a total jerk, he admired the silhouette of the woman who walked away into the mist. She was like a bottom-heavy hourglass, her tail swishing gently in a way that was surprisingly attractive.

      Do not delay, Cade. I very much enjoy your company, and if only you are permitted to stay, this life might not be so hard. I’ll see you at the luncheon. Goodbye.

      Goodbye, was all Cade thought, stifling the other urges and metaphors he had to describe the awful leader of this city.

      He stepped out of the water, his body clean and restored, but full of unfocused rage and frustration.
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            Lunch with the Captain and His Parrot

          

        

      

    

    
      The meal was served in the Great Hall, predictably, and Cade had to sit at an over-large table a group of servants had carted in for just this purpose. Considering his host, he didn’t think it unlikely that every meal was as over-wrought and ridiculous as this one promised to be.

      At least I have a shirt, Cade thought, glancing down at the billowy blouse he’d been given no choice but to wear. He looked like a prince in a sword and sorcery movie, the shirt opened at the chest, and even a hint of lace adorning each cuff. But still, it was a shirt, so he wore it with pride.

      A pair of shoes and a new pair of trousers were the other fine gifts he’d received from Vormer, and though they were much too fine for serious adventuring, the belt was not. It was a sturdy piece of leather with a steel buckle. Plain but serviceable. For that much at least, and the socks of course, Cade was grateful.

      Having been dressed by the same three women who’d scrubbed him down, however, had left him mentally disheveled. Not that he disliked such treatment, but it was hard to get used to. When he’d finished buckling the pants up, the tiny girl, the spinner, had pinched his ass and given him a mournful look. She looked almost disappointed that he was now clothed.

      Sitting alone in the Great Hall, Cade had plenty of time to think of all that transpired since coming to Antinium. Being given an awesome class, one with the appetite of three men, he thought as his stomach growled, was amazing. Increasing his personal Attributes, and leveling up, even better. That thought made him realize he had no clue how the leveling system worked other than the vague explanation of XP given to him by Pablo. On his next foray, Cade planned on cornering the demon for more info.

      Then there was the bloody drakeling, such a bullshit quest, and the beast. What had Vormer called it? The Kotani Ma? The huge beast was simply terrifying. If he lived a thousand lifetimes, never seeing it again would be too soon.

      The rustle of servants caught his attention, and before he could stop himself, he stood up as Vormer and Ketzal entered. Fuck. Now he thinks I’m polite.

      And of course, Vormer hadn’t noticed the gesture. He sat at the head of the table, Ketzal across from Cade. It was clear who was wearing the damned pants around here, even though Cade’s thighs were still enjoying the ones he’d been given. The term “borrowed pants” wasn’t lost on him in the slightest.

      “Thank you so much for your patience, Caderick. I’ve given your name some consideration, and wanted to know if you’d prefer me to call you Caderick Shelby, or Caderick Clarke. Is there a preference on which names are to be used in your world?”

      “Cade is fine, thank you.” He most certainly wouldn’t be mentioning how much his middle name irked him. More fuel for this asshole was not needed.

      Vormer’s features pulled into a haughty scowl. “Shorten your name? What an interesting culture. In my world, we have but one name, and we keep it unmolested by fits of fancy. Titles, though, are much more important.”

      The condescension of the man’s words was liberally applied. “Subtlety is not so important then, I see. But as Commandant, I suppose you have little use for it.”

      Ketzal stiffened, fear in her eyes. Please, do not make a scene. This is his way of offering you a home here, she said through his mind.

      But rather than be offended, Vormer laughed. Tips of elongated fangs protruded from his mouth as he did so, and Cade knew one more thing to remember about him. “Well said. Well said. And what does it matter how quaint your world is compared to the splendor of my own. Isn’t that right, Cade? After all, we sit here in Tanrial, enjoying the finest fair Antinium has to offer. Our old lives be damned.”

      Cade smiled and gave a slight nod.

      Servants bustled about their table, pouring what appeared to be wine in his cup, and bringing a plate of greens. A wide platter of fruits was set in the center. If Cade had to suffer another word from the jerk’s cock holster, he would at least have something to eat. In a few bites, his salad was gone, and he reached out, grabbing up a few fruits. He casually scanned them, storing their names in his head in case he came across any back in the wilds.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Prickly Fig

        Consumable Flora

        Food Source

      

      

      
        
        Red-Honeyed Grapes

        Consumable Flora

        Food Source

      

      

      
        
        Cobalt Plantains

        Consumable Flora

        Food Source
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        * * *

      

      The plantains were by far his favorite so far.

      When he looked up again, he saw that Vormer and Ketzal were still eating their salads. “The Lycan Metabolism I presume,” Vormer said, gesturing to Cade’s empty plate.

      “It is a blessing and a curse. Sorry for rushing, but I was starving,” he admitted, stifling a belch.

      Vormer showed a bit of compassion and snapped his fingers. “Enough of this. Bring out the other courses. We need not sit on idle manners this day. We have a guest in our midst, one who is to be rewarded for his service.”

      Cade wanted to roll his eyes. As if the man were showing him the greatest kindness by ignoring his savage appetite. But when the platter of meats was set before him, Cade decided maybe Captain Douchebag wasn’t so bad after all.

      He ate a thick steak, using the elongated knife and two-pronged fork he’d been given to do so. Then he moved on to the unfortunate bird who’d been plucked and stuffed with grain. A single grape sat in its beak, the head, with all its feathers, still intact. Cade ignored the creature’s eye that stared up at him accusingly. It’s not my fault, buddy. You were too fucking slow.

      When he’d finished, he felt human once more. Though he did have the displeasure of watching Vormer and Ketzal eat properly. He’d been holding the knife wrong, and in the opposite hand, apparently, and the pronged instrument was to pull the meat off the bone. Eating by hand was proper here, or at least in Vormer’s world, as both Ketzal and he did exactly that.

      After half an hour of painful silence, Cade admitted to himself, bless me, the fucking wine is good at least. Vormer clapped his hands, and servants took the plates away, cleared the table, and even brought moist towels to cleanse the grease and debris from the diners’ mouths and hands.

      Smiling, and sipping his own wine for the first time, Vormer came to the point. “You look a sight better than I last saw you. I take it the clothes and the… bath, were pleasant enough?”

      Cade glanced down at his finery, and nodded. “It is. Thank you. Not very comfortable being shirtless all the time.” Vormer was wearing an embroidered doublet, enough gold thread sewn into its caramel-colored lapels to sink a Spanish ship. Ketzal, though, was wearing a long dress, her breasts accentuated. What kind of a bra? he began, but cut off his thoughts. The woman could hear bloody hear him. He looked back to his host, ignoring the subtle blush on her cheeks, her purple skin blooming a deep magenta.

      “Good. Good, I am glad you feel so comfortable here. I sent sweet Ketzal in to make sure you were not at all lonely. I hope you found her company amusing?” A hint of something foul lurked in Vormer’s eyes as he said this last. Jealousy? Was she? Fuck, not thinking thoughts was very difficult.

      Cade coughed into his fist. “She is. She was, that is. Very good talk. Had no idea how complicated demon society is.”

      Moving away from Ketzal’s bountiful form seemed to put Vormer back in order, and he smiled, glancing at the bezel woman. “Fascinating, no? How such a beauty could come from hooved beasts and foul gods, I could never tell you. But, I wish to discuss your reward.”

      Ketzal winced at the rebuke, and Cade suppressed the urge to throw his too-long knife at the man as he continued to talk, still staring at Ketzal as he did so. “And don’t you worry, my good man. I have a few items to assist you in your ventures here in Antinium. A large waterskin will help, I presume. Also, a sturdier pair of boots and trousers are at your disposal, as is a proper shirt. The ones you are wearing are merely for the pretense of civility. We can’t expect an ape to learn poetry overnight, can we?”

      How in the fuck do you not kill this asshole? Cade asked the demoness, sitting so calm and repressed before him.

      Her eyes flicked up, a warning present in them, and thankfully, Vormer’s attention had shifted to him. Please stop. This will only turn out badly if you don’t. For both of us, she added at the end, correctly guessing that the harm that might befall her would do more to curb his anger than anything else.

      Fine. But not forever. This is too much.

      “For it is in the best interest of Tanrial for you to go on another quest. I am sure you are willing and eager to serve Aten once more. In addition to your clothing, I will also update your map with a few key areas that might help you navigate the jungle more proficiently as well as this. I engraved your initials on it if you don’t mind.”

      A servant scuttled forward like a fearful crab and set down a dagger before him, an ornate hilt protruding. The thing was elegant, but thankfully, the metal it was cast in had a dull black color, and would more easily blend in. Coming from Vormer, this was a surprise. He would have thought he’d been given something jewel-encrusted and way too shiny for the field. His own axe had a normal steel cast to it, but oddly, seemed not to reflect any light at all. That reminded him, where is my fucking axe?

      Vormer caught on to his anxiety and answered, “Please, do not worry. Here is your next gift. This one is far more valuable.” His axe was set down on the empty seat cushion beside him, tucked neatly away in a leather sheath attached to a sling. Cade could now stow his battle axe over his shoulder and keep both hands free. The bastard had been right. Not having to carry his weapon around everywhere would be an absolute blessing.

      “These are excellent gifts. Thank you so much,” Cade said, the humility coming to his lips at great cost.

      His host only lowered his head, then continued. “I need you well-outfitted. You see, not all is well in Antinium. There is, at this very moment, an uprising, a rebellion if you will. Not all wish to serve the mighty and ever-vigilant Burning God, as you and I. And worse, they have even attacked many of the servants who leave the city to retrieve food and medicines from the jungle. Imagine it, Cade. Attacking, killing, and despoiling these lovely men and women all to suit their greed?”

      “They sound horrible,” Cade admitted, giving the man the answer he was seeking. Still, believing a damn word the golden man said would not come easily.

      “And they are. I do not wish you to eliminate them, not yet at least, and I do not think you currently capable. I wish for you to do a bit of reconnaissance for me. That’s all. Locate the rebels, scout their defenses, the number and classes of their fighters, then return to the city. We can mount a proper attack once we know what we are up against. Will you do this for me, Cade?”

      Cade thought about the story he was told, and cast a furtive glance at Ketzal. She was studying the rim of her wine glass, not giving him a single hint. He thought of questioning her, using his thoughts to ask her advice. But no doubt Vormer was doing the same. Imagining being assaulted in your mind by two opposing forces seemed an exquisite torture.

      Instead, Cade thought about the quest he’d been given and read the information available.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Quest: Recon the Rebel Camp

      

        

      
        Difficulty: Medium to Hard

      

        

      
        Reward: Further trust with Vormer. Additional Weaponry and Equipment. The use of a female servant of your liking.

      

        

      
        Description: Vormer has asked you to scout the rebels’ encampment. Its location, along with the location of several known food sources, have been highlighted in your map. Find the camp, and avoid being spotted. Discover the total number of their group, how many fighters they have, and what classes are represented.
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        * * *

      

      What the fuck? A female servant of my liking? This guy’s a fucking psycho! Cade bellowed in his mind. Ketzal blinked a few times, but otherwise didn’t move. But he didn’t care to keep these thoughts to himself. This was insane.

      Vormer stared at him expectantly. “Finished reading? If the reward was issued improperly… I can have a male servant assigned to—”

      “No! No servants are needed, thank you. In my world we prefer to have the company of those who choose to give it.” The gravel in Cade’s voice made his emotions obvious.

      Again, however, the Commandant wasn’t offended or ruffled in the slightest. Rather, he gave a wry smile. “We’ve discussed the intricacies of varying cultures. In my world, the powerful take what they desire. I won’t make you do the same. The reward can be modified in many ways, Cade, but tell me, is this a task you are willing to perform?”

      Cade stared at Ketzal’s down-turned face, a feeling of anger and guilt in his guts. She was not here of her own volition. But Cade wasn’t strong enough to do a fucking thing about it now. He couldn’t kill a single guard here, let alone this asshole.

      So, still clenching his jaw, Cade looked up into the man’s eyes, and said, “Of course, Vormer. I am here to serve. When do I depart?”
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            Killer Boots, Man

          

        

      

    

    
      Leaving Tanrial behind was easy. For some reason, the ancient, futuristic city felt like it could never be his home. It was too cold, too alien, for his tastes.

      The boots Vormer gave him chafed at his feet. They were a bit too large, and though they made his toes feel more protected, the way he clomped about in them made him second guess the decision to bring them at all. When he got closer, he might just take them off and sling them over his shoulder.

      But the pants and shirt were excellent. Made of a simple brown fabric, they were nonetheless expertly crafted and fit him perfectly. Better yet, the material stretched slightly, and was thin enough not to add too much heat.

      His belt hung reassuringly, much more secure than the previous strip of knotted leather. Cade felt more confident moving about with it on despite the added weight of the dagger. When he’d inspected it, he marveled at how sharp and light it was. It felt like it was forged of aluminum, but Vormer assured him it could pierce armor if wielded properly. Cade didn’t exactly know how to wield a knife, but was hoping he might learn. Maybe Tanrial had trainers. That would be awfully convenient.

      The best part about his new attire was the axe sling. It rested high on his back, so that a quick grasp over his shoulder and Cade could pull the axe free of its sheath. A loop of leather held it in place, but it was easily unwound. He timed it, of course. Cade could draw the weapon out in less than two seconds. That was good enough.

      Checking his map, Cade saw the village rested near the Waterfall District. Thankfully, it was further west, closer to the grasslands. Returning to the waterfalls would be lovely someday, when he was a good deal stronger and preferably once he had companions to back him up. Today was all about moving in, gathering intel, and getting the hell out of there.

      Cade walked north as far as the clearing would take him before plunging once more into the dense vegetation of the jungle. As he traveled, he occasionally checked his map. There were two food locations marked on his map between the city and the supposed location of the rebel camp. He intended to hit both and fill his Inventory as much as he could. No sense getting hungry again when he didn’t have to.

      It was midday, the sun burning like a scornful lover, burning the back of Cade’s neck, when he found the first location. No specifics were mentioned on the map marker, so when he found a group of large Cobalt Plantain trees clustered together, he was happily surprised. The fruits tasted like a normal banana if it had more flavor. Not just a bland, starchy taste, but a milk spice as well, something like cardamom and clove. These would make for fantastic banana bread, Cade surmised as he climbed up the nearest tree.

      Cade made a pile of the fruits, each at least twice the size of an ordinary plantain, some so large they weighed nearly a pound. When he was done, he counted forty-seven cobalt plantains in a pile. He set six aside, and ordered the rest into his inventory. Again, he felt a slight increase in weight. Certainly not enough to account for all that was in there though, wherever “there” was.

      He peeled the first fruit and called out in a cheerful voice, “Oh, Pablo! I am in need of your services!”

      The demon appeared soon after, a placid purple blob. “What is it you require, Caderick?”

      “This Inventory thing. How do the items I am carrying not weigh a ton? I have half a drakeling and a heap of fruit yet it feels like I weigh five or ten pounds heavier.”

      “It is a spatial depository. When you add items to your Inventory, they leave this realm of existence. The physics of Antinium assigns them a portion of their original weight, placing that load onto your own body. It is highly complex. It isn’t that you are carrying anything at all, but that Antinium has assigned you a slightly higher amount of gravity. I could tell you the math, but it would take an hour and I doubt you could retain such information in a useful sense. No offense.”

      His last statement was given begrudgingly, and Cade wondered something else. “Hey, I’m sorry if I’m wrong here, but are you pissed off at me? I am new to all of this and just want to be sure I didn’t offend you in any way.”

      Pablo sighed, which was strange to see, but Cade heard the noise of a sigh leave the demon’s form, and a small cloud of purple mist with it. “Caderick, you are a challenging person to work with. Most have many questions, and are grateful for the information I so readily supply. My orders allow me to give you only basic information, yet I have restrictions preventing me from supplying additional information. But I can answer almost any question you might have.”

      “So, you want me to stop being an idiot and ask you more questions?”

      “Precisely.”

      Cade grinned, happy to have irked the little creature. “Very well. I have a clever question then. What questions should I have asked you already? There’s obviously something that is bothering you. Can you tell me that?”

      “Most travelers have more concrete pre-existing notions of what demons look like. Others don’t. But none I have met simply allowed me to retain this formlessness I acquire when speaking with you.”

      “So your shape will change according to my will?”

      “Of course. Most things interact directly with your thought patterns in this world. So, would you be so kind as to give me a form more specific than this one. Please.”

      Cade closed his eyes, relishing another bite of plantain, thinking of what might be the coolest form for Pablo to take on. Then, deciding that few creatures in existence could top a dragon, he thought of the coolest version in memory.

      When he opened his eyes, he was looking at an elegant dragon, still small enough to ride on his back, but flapping its wings in the air, content as anything. The detail was fabulous. Rows of scales, ridges of descending bone down the spine, claws dangling from its paws, Pablo had indeed upgraded to something amazing.

      “Happy?” Cade asked, hoping the demon wouldn’t be hard to please.

      “Immensely. Thank you. It is awful not being able to tell you the things you ought to know. For instance… Excuse me, but may I presume your request to tell you what others are clever enough to ask still stands?”

      Cade nodded, still grinning at the grumpy demon.

      “Excellent. Well, first off, the XP system is rather complex as well. Make sure to occasionally check your progress. The higher level the creature you defeat, the more XP you will get. Yet the XP does not spill over into the next level. So when you killed the drakeling, you lost 62 percent of the potential XP. Not your fault, but it is something to note.”

      Cade nodded along. Absorbing the information.

      Pablo continued, his tiny dragon eyes flashing with excitement. “Furthermore, it is imperative that after each level up, you assign your Attribute Points and choose your skills and upgrades immediately. Currently, your…”

      Cade cut him off with a raised hand. “I know. I know, Pablo. That is in part why I summoned you here. I have to upgrade my blast axe. Thought I could ask you some pertinent questions in that regard.”

      Pablo sighed again, this time the purple steam issuing from his dragon mouth. “That would be excellent.”

      This little fucker cares about me, Cade realized, but chose not to tease the demon dragon. Instead, he moved on to what was pertinent. “Let’s see what options I have for my blast axe.”

      Cade gave the mental command to bring up the proper screen as he took a bite out of the last plantain.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Primary Weapon System - Battle Axe

        1 Available Upgrade Point
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Razor’s Edge: Augments the axe’s current blade, significantly increases slashing damage on all attacks. Grants a 15% chance of causing a Bleed effect. A Bleed effect will double the damage caused. The second half of that damage is inflicted over ten seconds.

      

        

      
        Herculean Hammer: Modifies the backside of the blade, balancing the axe with a blunt surface. Hammer’s damage equals the axe’s normal attack but causes blunt instead of slashing damage. Grants a 15% chance of causing a Stun effect on an enemy. Stunned enemies cannot attack or move for ten seconds.
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        * * *

      

      Finished reading, Cade felt the inevitable claws of greed emerge. Christmas time, bitches! Attempting to calm himself, Cade asked his demon friend which he recommended most.

      “This is a convoluted question, Cade. If you are considering raw damage output, the Razor’s Edge will grant you a sizable increase. Or you can choose to go with the Hammer, making for a more versatile melee weapon. The ability to stun an enemy is nothing to laugh at. However, you already have the ability to slow your opponent, so I do think that the Razor’s Edge might be the best choice for now.”

      “Good point. For now, I’m going damage. Razor’s Edge it is.” Cade finalized both options then moved on to the final decision. “Okay, now let’s take a look at the blast staff.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Secondary Weapon System - Blast Staff

        1 Available Upgrade Point
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Explosive Shot: The mana projectile explodes upon impact causing an additional piercing damage to target from secondary blast. Has the ability to hit nearby targets with secondary blast. Amount of damage reduced by distance.

      

        

      
        Slug Shot: The mana projectile has double the mass, causing a significant increase in blunt damage. Gives a 20% chance of causing Daze on an enemy for ten seconds. A Dazed enemy’s attack damage and movement speed is decreased by 25%.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Wanting to show he had some mental capabilities, Cade made a stab at what might be the best choice. “I’m thinking Slug Shot. You?”

      Pablo yawned, obviously bored by their exchange. Then, apparently playing demon’s advocate, asked, “Why not Explosive Shot?”

      “Well, I went with raw damage potential with melee, so I figured I could balance that out with the chance of causing a Dazed effect. A Dazed enemy will be easier to damage and won’t be as dangerous. Come on! I have at least a little bit of a brain. Fucking admit it, Pablo!”

      “At this stage, what matters most is that you do not sit idly by, not choosing your upgrades immediately. Pick what you will.”

      Cade did so, and stared at the demon as he stared at himself. The monster seemed starstruck by his dragon form, and was focusing almost exclusively on the scales that ran down his back. That gave Cade an idea. “Pablo, so since you have such a cool form now, is it possible for me to ask you for help during a battle? Those claws could do some serious damage.”

      Pablo stared at him, his eyes wide with shock. “Never, Caderick. Though my body has physical shape here, the rules of Antinium strictly forbid a demon helper from taking part in violence. It just isn’t fair let alone ethical!”

      “Okay, okay. My bad. It was worth asking.”

      The demon settled back to admiring himself and sighed. “Understandable. It isn’t the first time someone has asked me to do so, but the answer seems so obvious. I forgive you, Caderick. Now, if it is alright with you, I’d like to show off this new form you’ve given me. I have a few friends in another realm who fancy such marvelous creatures. May I leave?”

      “Sure thing, boss. Any other advice I forgot to ask about before you leave?”

      “Yes. Don’t die. It’s the surest method of survival.”

      The demon disappeared and Cade rolled his eyes. The little bastard oozed sarcasm. He’d given him an awesome form though, so at least he’d made him happy.

      Wanting to see the results of all of his choices, Cade examined his weapon’s status.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Mr. McGregor Blast-Axe Level 2

      

        

      
        Primary Weapon System - Battle Axe

        Base Damage - 40% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Slashing

        Attack Speed - Medium

        Mods: Razor’s Edge

      

        

      
        Secondary Weapon System - Blast Staff

        Base Damage - 40% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Ether Blast

        Attack Speed - Instant

        Recharge Rate: 37 seconds (Intelligence 13)

        Mods: Slug Shot
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        * * *

      

      “I’m all out of bubblegum, motherfuckers! Let’s do this,” Cade shouted, too excited for caution at the moment. Examining his axe, he could see the edge of the axe had not only fanned out wider, creating a broader striking surface, but it was also visibly sharper. He didn’t dare run his thumb along the edge to test it. It indeed had a Razor’s Edge. Most exciting was the prospect of selecting a goddamned Slug Shot the next time he had to use McGregor. It would be a delight.

      With a light heart and a full stomach, Cade reslung his axe and headed toward the second food location. I’m hoping for pears, I think. Pears would be awesome. If not, maybe a few pounds of grapes. That would make for a nice addition to my planned dinner of drakeling meat, Cade thought, then decided he’d need to steal some of Vormer’s wine the next time he was in town. After all, nothing pairs with red meat like a nice glass of Merlot.
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            Brand-New Pants Around the Ankles

          

        

      

    

    
      The second blip on the map Cade found was only a few miles away. When he found the site, he was vastly disappointed. No delicious pears or grapes or chocolate bars here. No. He found a mound of Scorching Sweet Potatoes in the center of a bushy field, buried in the mud.

      An hour of digging around in the muck with his axe, which was way too fancy or valuable for such a task, and he had a huge mound of the things. He wasn’t sure if they tasted good when cooked. Being desperate enough to take a bite of one raw, though, gave him a good idea as to how they got their name. His mouth burned for an hour, even after he drank his fill from the water skin.

      Cade stored the potatoes in his Inventory then scraped some of the mud off of his new clothes the best he could. As he stood to leave, he heard a snuffling noise behind him. In a blink, Cade fell into a crouch, spun on his heels and pulled his dagger out.

      A creature much like a warthog but for a foppish mane of red hair that rose from its back in a crest. Three white stripes ran across its forehead. He wondered if all of these beasts had the mark or if this one was unique.

      It was taller than a pony and twice as wide, but didn’t seem aggressive. Remembering the marin, though, Cade kept his guard up. He would not be caught gawking again in this jungle. He examined the thing as it stared at him.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Niyan Brimstone Boar

        Level 4

        Scavenger Fauna
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        * * *

      

      “Well… what the fuck you want?” he asked, hoping the pig might give him some sign of its intention. It only snuffled its nose and pawed the ground. What, it wants me to throw a stick or something? Cade scratched his head, and studied the animal. He thought about killing it and taking whatever loot it might drop. He thought he might be able to finish the thing off, but it felt cruel. It hadn’t attacked him after all.

      Again, it snuffled and scratched the ground, this time harder, drawing some soil up with a sharp hoof. He looked behind him and saw the pit where so many sweet potatoes grew just minutes before. “I’m a dick. Okay, give me a second, buddy.” Cade sheathed the dagger and summoned five of the sweet potatoes, letting them drop straight onto the ground. Sure enough, the fat beast gave a few oinks and waddled forward. Cade watched it eat for a minute before turning to take off.

      It was nice knowing not everything wanted to kill you in this jungle. He’d have to take that as a lesson. Glancing back, Cade waved goodbye. “Hope to see you again, Bacon!”

      According to his map, the enemy encampment was potentially close by, just another five or so miles. Yet the marker was much larger than it should have been, covering a large portion of the jungle. He figured that the intel was lacking, so he’d just have to snoop around until he found people.

      It wasn’t as hard as he’d thought. After a half hour of travel, Cade saw a thin trail of smoke rising ahead. Only one beast out here had cook fires. He just hoped they wouldn’t be sneakier than him.

      When he got within a mile, Cade slowed to a crawl, and sure enough, took his boots off, tied the laces together, and slung them over his shoulder. Stealth would never be his expertise, but he was proud of himself as he crept forward. It would take a fucking leopard to find me out here, he thought, finally going so far as to crawl forward on hands and knees.

      The situation he found himself in was more than a little strange. Why did Vormer keep sending him on quests, and was this one just another suicide run? It didn’t seem likely. Something about the way Ketzal mentioned their Burning God. And hadn’t Vormer all but suggested that he was required to give me a chance now that I’ve “proven myself” worthy? He had no clue what any of it meant, but at least the quest could yield him further standing within Tanrial.

      If this world had as much in common with the video games he’d played back on Earth, then the quests were vital. Not only would they give him some direction on where to go and level up, but gaining more basic equipment was a worthwhile task.

      Vormer was an oddity too. He acted almost like an NPC would, handing out quests and bossing everyone around. Or was it more like he was a psycho player who’d killed all the NPCs and was now running a huge fucking city like Tanrial all on his own? If he had to pick which one was more likely, Cade knew the second choice fit like a glove. Poor fucking Ketzal. I have to get stronger. If I can only figure out a way to remove the lion from his throne, then I can find a place in this world that makes more sense.

      He continued creeping, trying to push the thoughts from his mind. This was a mission, and he’d need to keep his focus sharp if he wasn’t going to get caught.

      Soon, he heard voices, and more than a few. A woman was speaking in a stern voice to someone younger. Gods, there better not be kids out here. A large tree stood between him and the camp, a thick hedge of ferns growing to either side. He just needed to make it that far, and he was sure he could get a good enough look to get the information to complete the quest.

      A few minutes of high crawling, pausing every once in a while when he thought he’d made too much noise, and he came to the edge of the fern thicket. He rose on his elbows, peering through a gap in the branches. Movement, I see some fucking movement. But he still wasn’t close enough yet.

      Ten minutes later and twenty feet closer, Cade found himself able to stand up on his knees and peer through the great leaves of the fern plants.

      And there it was. A rebel camp set up for all the world to see.

      Primitive structures made of vines and branches dotted the clearing. A central campfire smoldered happily, and everywhere he looked, he could see the signs of human innovation. Strips of fruit dried on racks in the sun. What looked like a cistern of water stood at the far corner, made of clay and stone. Animal hides stretched between poles, a woman scaring away the flesh from the inside. Regardless of how much grander Tanrial was, he found the effort and care displayed here infinitely more impressive.

      And in a few days… what? They were going to come out here and kill these people?

      Looking closer, Cade had his doubts. He saw one woman who looked very much a warrior. She was tall, and he could tell, even at a distance, that she would be a match for him in combat. Hell, she could probably kick his ass. She had two long swords belted to her hips, though they looked to be of a different design than the European longswords he was used to. Thinner, with wide cross guards and long handles. They also looked to be made of the same mysterious metal his axe was, the mark of a soul weapon.

      A few pieces of armor clung to her body, a breastplate holding up her chest and protecting her ribs, and a leather skirt made of interlocking flaps. It came up to her mid thighs, and that was precisely where his eyes stopped. The woman had legs like an Olympic runner, striated with muscle. They were as long as her elegant neck.

      Her skin was the color of burnt caramel, her body sinuous and strong. Those hips could birth the god damn Trojan army, Cade thought, admiring the woman’s frame. And no doubt, those hands could choke me out.

      She was not what he would call a traditional beauty in any sense, but she was striking, enough to take his breath away. The very model of power and feminine potential in one body. Every movement was intentional, and each gesture precise. He knew at once she was a master at combat.

      But nowhere else in camp could he see anyone worthy to be called a rebel of any kind let alone capable of cold-blooded murder. Vormer’s story sounded like a lie when it was first given, but now he was certain of it. A group of younger-looking people, only teens perhaps, worked together around a fire. Someone was cooking game on a spit while another kept them company. They smiled to each other and suddenly laughed, a joke Cade couldn’t hear passing between them.

      A woman who appeared as ancient as time itself was sitting with a few men and women, their hands busy with some task he could not see. This was a community, not an enemy outpost. Twelve of them in all, that he could see at least, maybe more as there were four large structures made of branches and stretched hide.

      At the far end of the encampment, Cade saw a structure that was far more impressive. Somehow, the people had coaxed a group of thin trees to grow together, weaving into the dome shape of a hut. Large enough to fit at least eight people, the building looked strong. How the fuck is that possible? If they’d have woven those trees together when they were young enough to be pliable, then that building has been here for years, maybe decades!

      Watching the innocent pursuit of life displayed before him, Cade thought of the Iraqis he’d seen on his tour of duty. When he showed up, his unit learned how to hate and mistrust the people. Everyone is a haji if they look like one. All hajis hate Americans. They will kill you if they can, were the common sentiments, some even being spoken aloud. But it had largely turned out to be bullshit.

      Sure, Cade’s unit came upon resistance, IEDs and a handful of snipers. Once, a bullet spun past his head fired from some asshole who’d taken a pop shot while passenger in a car. The irony though was that most of the people they fought in Iraq came from other countries. They came across the Syrian border from a dozen different countries where the extremists coaxed them into sacrificing their lives for God.

      The people there were much like these ones here. They had less power, fewer resources, and a lot harder lives than Americans did. Thinking of the golden city of Tanrial, Cade found it a fitting metaphor.

      The problem was Vormer. He shouldn’t be the one in charge, calling the shots, and bringing war to these… these refugees.

      Cade needed to leave, head back to Tanrial, and find a way to either get Ketzal out or take Vormer down. But before he had a chance to do a thing, he felt the keen edge of a blade kiss his neck. Then a voice spoke to him in a whisper, “Get a good look? Now do I kill you or bring you in? What would you do if you were in my position?”

      Cade fought the urge to fight back, find a way to spin free, but the woman—for fuck yeah it was most definitely a woman—held the knife firmly in place and had a scruff of his hair in the other. She had his life in her hands.

      “I… I don’t know. Take me in. I mean you no harm,” Cade replied, surprised to hear the steady resolve in his own voice. His heart was racing, the edge of the blade reminding him of how fragile his life was. Yet having observed this community, he felt they would not kill him out of hand.

      The woman whispered her response, her breath tickling his neck. “Then why not come up and speak with us proper? You slink and hide like a snake. It does seem appropriate to gut you like one.”

      Thinking as fast as he could, Cade came up with an idea. He’d tell the truth. “I was sent here by Vormer, the piece of shit who runs the city. He told me to come and see how many of you there were, and what kind of warriors you have. But I can see you are no threat, not evil or cruel. So now I just want to leave to head back and save my friend.”

      The woman clutched him closer, the strength in her thin arms surprising. She hissed in his ear. Like, fucking, literally hissed. “Vormer is no man’s friend. You are a fool and have a heart as rotten as his if you think otherwise.” He felt her body brush against his, a small but powerful thing, and he could smell her breath. It was sweet and tickled his ear when she spoke.

      Cade shook his head and immediately regretted it. The blade bit into his neck and sent a trickle of blood spilling onto his fancy shirt. “No, not him. A woman is there. She’s good, I know it, but Vormer has her bound somehow. I’m not very strong yet, but maybe I can convince her to flee the city with me. Either way, please, just take me into your camp and we can talk more. I’m no threat to you. That badass chick over there could kill me all by herself, and you are obviously quite capable yourself.”

      His captor was silent for a long while. She sniffed, her mouth brushing his neck. Then she pressed her tongue to his skin, a rasping, hot thing, and licked the skin above his shoulder. A chill ran down his spine and he felt his body respond in an entirely inappropriate way. Not the time, dumbass. What are you thinking? And who fucking licks strangers?

      “Truth. At least most of it. But my gifts lie elsewhere. Still, I think it worth having a chat. What say you? Or should we stay here and have fun in the bushes first?”

      Cade’s mind spun. What kind of woman was this? He felt foolish and pissed off and turned on all at once.

      “I thought we already were having fun. I am at least,” he said, conscious of the heat building between their bodies. He could feel her thighs to either side of his back, and the warmth that emanated from between them, a soft mound barely touching the small of his back. Sweet angel tits, this is so wrong and so right at the same time.

      “Yes. I suppose we were. I wouldn’t mind taking you right now, but I think Satemi will have a look at you first. Who knows, maybe she will want first dibs,” she said, her voice husky.

      Suddenly, her body shifted, and she stood, pulling him up with her. She didn’t relinquish her grip on his hair nor take the blade from his throat. The woman was shorter, but still had no trouble holding her death grip on him as she led him into the center of camp.

      The tall warrior chick saw him first, and in a flash, both of her swords were in her hands. “What is this, Minda? You go hunting for city dwellers now?” All chatter and friendly cohabitation vanished, and Cade found himself surrounded by the entire village. Everyone pulled out a club or a knife or a bow. These weapons were less impressive, however, made of basic materials like wood or bone.

      “He was staring at your long legs for an hour straight,” his captor teased as she took his boots and threw them to the ground. Then she explained, “No. He did admit he was sent by the Lion of Tanrial though. You can see from these and from the clothes he wears that he comes from the city.”

      A few of the rebels gasped, and the warrior charged forward, pulling a sword back to strike Cade down on the spot. The woman who held him let go, stepping toward the Amazon, and shouted, “Hold. We talk first, then kill him later if he lies. Okay? He claims he wants to overthrow Vormer as well. We will hear him.”

      The Amazon growled, her teeth flashing white against her bronze skin. Reluctantly, she lowered her weapon, but kept it in hand. “Fine. Remove his weapons and bind his hands. If he is to be our guest, then he will be our prisoner, for now at least.”

      Cade didn’t deign to argue, grateful they at least would listen to his side of things. If the tables had been turned, he might have been willing to kill as well.

      Willingly, he held his hands aloft as Minda, the woman he’d so easily been captured by, removed his weapons. She used a length of cordage to bind his hands behind his back. By the time she was done, there was no way he was getting out.

      How the hell did she make this so tight? Is this bitch a fucking sailor? he cursed in his head, but when she emerged, and he saw her figure full-on for the first time, his jaw dropped. Even after seeing the impressive Amazon and Ketzal the demoness, Cade was not prepared for the stunning and exotic beauty of Minda.
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            Scars of the Body, Scars of the Heart

          

        

      

    

    
      Minda was, if anything, hard to describe. Cade thought at once of the beastkin of so many video games he’d played. Though not as specific as a cat or rabbit kin. She seemed instead to simply be animalistic in the most subtle yet pervasive ways. Her skin shone white in the afternoon sun, but when he looked closer, he saw that it was covered in a fine layer of velvet hair, so short it could only be discerned by the faint impression of texture. The tips of her elbows had curls of white hair jutting out, and the hair on her head was a spirited heap of white braids.

      She laughed at him with only her eyes, seeming to know his thoughts exactly. But despite being called out and caught red-handed, Cade gaped. Her body looked ready to rock a ballet recital and fight seven men at the same time. A ripple of muscle danced down her bare stomach as she laughed. Her breasts were small and tilted.

      “This one likes to stare, Satemi. You’d better watch it or he’ll try to fuck you with his eyes alone,” Minda taunted. Then she walked closer, smiling at him, until he could see the amber flash of her eyes, slitted like a cat’s, and keenly intelligent. “That is not as fun you know. It is best to fuck with this.” Then, to his infinite delight and horror, she traced his cock with a single finger, running it over his trousers from left to right and then moving on, leaving him charged and ready for a lengthy battle between the sheets.

      “Okay, lover. You need to come with me if you don’t want to die. You will speak with our elder, and if you tell any lies or offend anyone, I’ll happily kill you. Understand?” Satemi said and pushed Cade over to an empty log where he sat in a humph.

      An hour passed before anyone spoke with him again. Satemi came back to retrieve him, and prodded him along until he came before the old woman he’d seen from the ferns. Her eyes twinkled in mirth despite the circumstances, and Cade knew, for the first time since entering this weird fucking village, that all would be well.

      “I am Imenda, the leader here, not by strength of arms, but by years spent surviving in this terrible place. Minda told us what you told her, but we would like to know more if we are to decide what to do with you. What is your name and why have you come, traveler?”

      The woman’s speech was even and fairly delivered. They didn’t owe him a thing. Yet the fact that they were willing to listen to his story to discover for themselves why he deserved to live gave him more respect for their little society than all of Vormer’s repressed monarchy.

      “My name is Caderick but prefer to be called Cade. I’m a Chimera Lord class that arrived only two days ago. Believe me, I am very confused and know little of this place,” he said, pausing to catch his breath. Not exertion, but nerves made his heart hammer. It was apparent his life was on the line, and yet, he also felt drawn to these people, as if this were where he should have respawned.

      “And what of Vormer? Why have you chosen to follow his order?”

      Cade’s mouth was dry, but he forced himself to swallow. “I met Vormer on my first day after coming through the portal in Tanrial. But I met Ketzal first. She spoke with me and told me to follow his orders or else I might not live. Even after doing so, Vormer sent me on a quest to kill a Nilgathi Drakeling by myself. At level one, it was a fight I barely survived. Then on the way back, I came face to face with the Kotani Ma. I survived that too, but certainly not by killing the bastard.”

      He made to speak further, but the Amazon woman growled out a retort. “None face the Kotani Ma and live. He lies!”

      Imenda held up her creased hand, cutting off all protests. Then she looked at him again, her eyes a pale blue that matched the fading sky. “I see no deception in his heart. But answer her. Are you suggesting you fought the beast, or that you fled and escaped it somehow?”

      “Fled. And even that would not have happened had it not been for the barrier. I fell through it as the Kotani Ma attacked, and it prevented my destruction.”

      The elder nodded, adding, “And why have you come here today? To spy for Vormer? It is hard for us to take this as truth and then accept that you also wish to overthrow him. You can understand, no?”

      A brown tail flashed behind her, wrapping around her tiny frame, and Cade saw she was a different sort of humanoid that the others. He assumed then that he could look at a hundred different people here and each would be distinct. No wonder Pablo said this place was diverse.

      “You have a point, Imenda. Vormer told me a story of this village, explaining that you attacked and murdered the servants of the city. Said you were evil and needed to be eradicated. I knew I couldn’t trust him but wanted to see for myself.”

      The sage old woman peered into the depths of Cade’s eyes. He felt the desire to squirm, look away, so piercing and knowing was her gaze. His only comparison was as a child, his mother would look at him and could tell the truth of anything he told her. If she knew he was full of shit, which was often the case, she’d stare at him with eyes so heavy with accusation that a more complete version of whatever shenanigan he’d been trying to hide would come out. It was a bonafide superpower.

      But he didn’t look away. Instead, he gave her the depths of his heart and mind and gave it freely. This woman wishes me no harm, no harm at all, so why deny her this much? he thought.

      Finally, she nodded, as if satisfied, then continued with her questioning. “And what, Chimera Lord, have you discovered about this village of rebels?”

      Without hesitation, Cade answered. “If you are all rebelling against something it is most likely Vormer’s oppression. I’ve seen the way he treats those who serve him. Part of the reward if I complete this quest is a female servant of my own. That alone condemns him in my book, ma’am.” Glancing around at those assembled on all sides, he raised his voice and spoke from a place of deeper understanding and compassion than he knew existed within himself. “These people look well fed but only for the strength of teamwork. I saw connection and friendship as I spied on you.”

      Looking toward the tall and imposing Satemi, Cade added, “And I see a warrior who is loyal. One who fiercely guards those she loves.” Then to Minda, he said, “A woman strong enough to hold onto a sense of humor and a generous portion of decency despite the harsh reality of this world.

      “Those, Imenda, are worthy traits in any community. And that is what I see here.”

      A slow smile spread across the woman’s face. She stood, raising her arms in the air with the gravity of absolute authority. “He speaks truth! We will not kill this man!” Then turning to look him in the eye, finished with, “For now, Caderick, you stay with us.”

      Grumbles broke out in the small crowd around him as did a few sighs of relief. Minda even winked at him, a look of relief in her eyes.

      Satemi burst forward, again pulling one of her swords free. “No! I will not have this city-dweller in my camp! He is not to be trusted, Imenda. You know more than any how skilled these liars can be. Even if he does not lie, how can we know the intentions of his heart?”

      In a flash of white, Minda was between them both, a bone dagger in her hand. Cade noticed a small, metallic rod in the other, yet though he suspected it was a soul weapon, he had no idea what it was. She didn’t say a word only stood between the Amazon woman and Cade, growling softly.

      “No fighting, you two!” Imenda commanded in a voice more powerful than her frame suggested possible. “I have spoken. Do you not heed my word, Satemi? Am I not your chosen elder?”

      Frustration and doubt crossed the tall woman’s features, but a moment later, her resolve returned. “Fine. But I request he face a Trial of Telling. He can choose which path to tread. Please, if you do not let me test him, I must kill the man.”

      A few whispers passed between the villagers, and Cade somehow knew shit had gotten real. The hell is a Trial of Telling? This is gonna be something I don’t like, no doubt.

      Imenda raised her hands again and quieted her people, then gave a simple nod. Minda growled louder, opening her mouth to protest, but the old woman shot her a withering glance and silenced her. Satemi didn’t grin or gloat, merely walked toward Cade and pressed the tip of the blade against his sternum.

      “Caderick Shelby Clarke, I challenge you to a Trial of Telling. Do you choose mind or body?”

      Completely lost, Cade asked, “What is a Trial of Telling? And what do you mean mind or body?”

      Minda walked beside him, placing a hand on his arm. “It is a test of your heart that will let all here know if you mean us harm. Satemi will know you as well as she knows all of us, if you pass. Body is a test of combat, with soul weapons. Mind means you two will be linked mentally, and though it is not a physical trial, it is dangerous and painful.”

      Nodding, and taking a quick glance at Satemi, Cade knew the answer. “I choose mind. Only a fool would wish to fight her. I’m only level two after all.” He resolved to ask Pablo how to find out more information on others. He couldn’t inspect them like he could a creature or plant. But Vormer had read him like a book. How had he done it, and can I do the same? It wasn’t the time for such speculation, so he faced the situation once more with a clear mind.

      The villagers gasped. Even Satemi looked shocked. “How did a Nilgathi Drakeling not kill you. If you are level two now then you must have only been level one when you faced it.”

      “I was lucky. That is all. If I pass this trial, I’ll tell you all the story at length,” Cade replied, no longer wanting to wait for something he knew was going to suck.

      Satemi nodded, respect in her gaze for the first time. “So be it.”

      He was unbound and given a few minutes to compose himself. The sky was just beginning to fade above, and the villagers stoked the fire. It would be dark in an hour, maybe less. Cade just hoped this mess would be over before dark.

      Finally, two stumps were rolled over and set before the fire. Cade sat on one and waited. Minda came to him and whispered in his ear. “You will be okay, Cade. Be honest and open with your mind and you will survive this.” She left after, disappearing into the forest.

      Satemi had left after the challenge was issued, and now she returned. Her weapons were no longer hanging on her hips, instead, she wore an iron mask, its edges fanning out around her face giving her an inhuman and terrifying visage.

      This is going to be about as fun as a prostate exam, Cade mused, trying to allow the immediate puckering of his asshole to relax. If Minda thinks I can do it, I’m sure I’ll be fine. Just hope this bitch uses lube.

      Satemi sat before him, her creepy Aztec-looking mask making Cade feel as powerful as a roach in a mason jar. Thankfully, she didn’t waste any more time. With both hands, she reached out and touched either side of his head.

      A flash of light filled his vision, and Cade saw a village like this one, but ten times as large. People bustled about their business, and a group of children sat in a ring around a man holding a spear. He was instructing them on the importance of survival, how to wield the spear in a way that offers protection, not just as a weapon.

      The children looked bored, having heard this lecture many times before. But one, a girl in the front of perhaps ten or eleven, listened intently. Cade could see how every detail was being absorbed, stored for later use.

      Then his vision crackled again, and it was years later. The village was even larger than before, and the same little girl was now teaching the class. She was thirty or so years old, and scars were etched in her arms and legs. A smile spread across her face as she reveled in passing the sacred knowledge along to the next generation.

      The scene broke into chaos as a horn rang in the air, and people scattered in all directions. The children in the class followed the woman, Satemi, Cade knew now, into a nearby hut. She made them all wait there, hiding beneath a pile of furs. Then she stood guard at the entrance, the same spear she’d been using in her class held in strong hands.

      Warriors came, dozens of them. They wore metal armor of brass and silver. They carried axes instead of spears, and though they were shorter, their bodies were strong.

      Satemi fought four of them at once. One she killed with a spear through his throat. Weapon still buried in the man’s neck, she swung the haft around to block another attack. She used the spear offensively and defensively in a masterful way. Each motion was a lesson in economy and grace. She kicked out, sinking her foot in another man’s stomach and blocked another axe strike aimed for her head.

      Flashing the spear sideways, she cut out the throat of another. And the two remaining warriors struggled to keep her attacks at bay. She stabbed another in the thigh and he fell to the ground screaming, his leg pouring out blood. But as she made to finish the final attacker off, an axe, thrown by an unseen warrior, crashed into her back.

      She fell, trying to hold up her spear to block the next attack. It clattered from her hands and one of the axemen cut out her throat in a quick slash. Satemi fell, bleeding out on the ground and staring at the hut she’d been trying to defend. And as she died, she watched the men rush in and slaughter the last generation of her clan.

      Cade wanted to scream, to shout out in protest or draw his own weapon to defend them. Instead, he watched as she did, helpless and filled with an overwhelming sense of failure.

      Then the vision shifted once more, and Cade could feel Satemi within his own mind. He felt her phantom form standing beside him when he was a boy. His own school teacher was talking about his country, its great history, and all that it stands for. The boy listened with rapt attention, and Cade remembered feeling proud of the nation he was born in.

      Satemi followed him as the scene shifted. He was standing in a rank of other people, men and women. All were wearing regular clothing, jeans and t-shirts, their hands held up and facing a flag. This was when I pledged my oath to service, Cade realized, and a lump of emotion filled him with unexpected pain. It had meant so much to this young man, only eighteen years old and filled with fervor.

      The next scene was one of triumph, Cade marching up a long hill, soaking wet, the skin of his feet pulling free as they trudged onward in wet boots. Purple lightning crackled over the hill and a man in a brown hat began calling out a cadence. The words were well timed. Exhausted, nearly broken, the young men in his group screamed out their response, filled with more pride and purpose than ever before. Cade carried the heavy gun that was bound to him by destiny. Its extra weight felt like a burden he alone had to endure.

      One final change of setting had Cade roiling in discomfort. He somehow knew he could shove Satemi off of him, free himself of this trial. Even as he felt the desire to do so, the memory slowed, almost froze in place.

      Why did she deserve these memories of my past? Who the fuck is she? But then he recalled her own memories, freely given in an offering. He knew then the purpose of this trial. It was to test a person to see if they knew and accepted themselves. Satemi would know his heart, his deepest regrets and fears when this was over. It was not a complete picture of his mind, but it penetrated past the many layers of ego that people erect to shield themselves from the world.

      If someone passed such a test, of course it would be easier to trust them.

      So he bit his lip, and gave the memory to Satemi.

      It was in the spring of 2005. He was in Iraq, in the back of his Stryker, and some song was playing through the vehicle’s speakers. All seemed placid and pleasant for a day spent so far from hearth and home. The men of his platoon, his men, searched the houses of another nameless neighborhood.

      All were complacent. It was just an ordinary day.

      Then a man emerged from an alleyway, pushing a handcart piled with debris. He seemed to be in a hurry. When he turned to head toward Cade’s position, he waved him off, pointed his gun at the man, and told him to leave.

      Instead, the man fell into a run. The cart jostled, a dirty tarp thrown over the top of it. Some indefinable bulk rested below, and Cade could only think of an IED.

      Fear gripped Cade and he aimed his weapon, calling out for the man to stop. Instead, he barreled ahead. Shouting, running, a few warning shots fired, then Cade was sitting behind the barking dragon of his machine gun as it cut the cart, and the man behind it, to pieces.

      No explosion came.

      He was still alive. He was still alive. And then, somehow, when they searched the cart, not a single weapon was found. No detonation cord, no C-4, no fucking IED was under the tarp. A copy of the holy book was in the man’s front breast pocket, the only thing of note beside a pile of scrap metal and the man’s decimated body.

      A whirlwind of old emotion coursed through his very soul. Guilt and shame rode like birds of prey through the gaping holes in his heart. Why did he run at us? Why didn’t he stop? Why did I have to kill a man who had nothing more threatening that a god damned Quran?

      Cade gasped, his connection to that place suddenly gone. He was covered in sweat and shaking, looking into the metal mask that Satemi wore. The woman removed it with her hands, and gave him a look of shared pain. Tears were streaking down her face unabashedly, and he felt the hot burn of his own.

      Fire crackled beside them, and he panted, trying to catch his breath, trying to ground himself in this new place. It was a fine and a foul thing. A new life yet one irrevocably bound to the life he’d lived before. Cade’s body trembled as he looked into the crystalline-green eyes of a woman he now knew as intimately as any of the soldiers he’d served with.

      And together, they clutched at the things around them, trying to forget the pain of such disappointment and shame.
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            The Enemy of My Enemy is My Friend with Benefits

          

        

      

    

    
      Cade hung his head, overwhelmed by the tumult of emotions and relived experiences. He hadn’t known what to expect in the trial, but the reality was taxing to say the least.

      A hand on his shoulder made him look up, and the last person in the world he expected gave him a grin. Satemi held out her hand, helping him to his feet. “I am sorry I doubted you. I still don’t like that axe of yours, but as far as I am concerned, you are welcome in this place.”

      He accepted the invitation, but had to know more. “I saw your past. That village. It was real, wasn’t it? The memories I gave to you certainly were.”

      She nodded gravely, swallowing back emotion.

      “What was it like for you, then? You were the one wearing the mask. I know you’ve seen and felt much of my experiences, Satemi, but how do you now trust me?”

      Satemi didn’t break eye contact, but he could see her thinking, trying to find the right words to explain. “When you wear the mask, you become connected to the world more intimately. It restricts your sight and even hearing somewhat, but you can feel the emotions, the intentions, the existence of the things around you. And the test. It is a skill that Imenda chose upon gaining a level. It creates a full joining of two souls. You were faced with your own emotions and no doubt felt some of mine. What I experienced, though, far surpassed yours in many ways. I know your heart, and I do not find it wanting, Cade. You are a good man.”

      When she finished, she handed him a small waterskin as if it were a gift.

      Grateful for some degree of consolation, Cade asked, “What’s this? Water, or…”

      “Not water. Also not quite wine, at least not as good as they have in the city. But it tastes nice and if you don’t drink too much, it won’t kill you.”

      Cade tipped back his head and drank deep, the burn of the alcohol helping him come back to the present. Then he wiped the rest of the tears from his face and thanked the woman who’d only just wanted to kill him. He could admit that the moments they’d shared, those most painful and intimate moments, were the best way to not only learn to trust one another, but to take a step beyond into mutual respect, even friendship.

      The tension of the trials dissipated shortly after, and everyone fell to the final tasks of preparing a meal for the night.

      Waving over Imenda, Cade offered some of his own food. “I have a ton of scorching sweet potatoes and some drakeling meat. Oh, also cobalt plantains. Anything you guys need, I do not mind sharing.”

      “That is wonderful. We can throw some of the potatoes in the coals and they will be ready after the main meal is finished. For now, why don’t you hold on to the meat. We have a boar for the night. And those plantains are Minda’s favorite. She will be very grateful to have some for dessert.”

      Cade pulled out the offered items, which reduced his Inventory, but it felt like the right thing to do. If these people ate better for a single night, then that was something he wanted to give them.

      Soon, portions of roast pig were passed around, and Cade thought sadly about the boar he’d seen earlier. They might be eating that poor beast’s best friend. But when he sat down near Minda and saw her grinning, a chunk of meat being pleasantly crushed in her powerful little jaws, he allowed all sentiment to drift away. Besides, the ribs he was given, a generous portion of meat, tasted so good that he hunkered down and ate it all in a studious fervor that consumed his attention entirely.

      When he’d finished, Minda punched him in the arm and laughed. Then she stood up, declaring for all to hear, “This one is strong! I claim him for my tent tonight. Anyone who disagrees will need to match me with bow or blade!” Then she laughed again, her white teeth flashing in the fire light, and left to get a second helping of the steamed plantains.

      Cade’s mind spun with thoughts of Minda “claiming him,” making it harder to focus on his meal. Is she serious? Bitch is so fine, I wouldn’t kick her out of bed for making crumbs. He fantasized of what her body might look like underneath her clothes and moved on to one of the sweet potatoes Imenda brought him. Peeling away the skin was easy after it cooked in the hot coals of the fire. Hesitant at first, Imenda patted him on the shoulder and encouraged him. “When you cook them long enough, most of their fire is extinguished. Don’t worry. They’re delicious.”

      Sure enough, the sweet potatoes tasted so good, Cade at four of them.

      More of the jungle wine flowed from a few skins, and Cade noticed the hazy blur of the beginning of a solid buzz take over his mind. Bring it on, he thought and took another pull off the nearest skin.

      A few of the other villagers were sitting close by, talking to themselves in a tight group. One held the carved club he’d seen earlier, a hardwood weapon, polished by extensive handling. The sight made him curious. “Hey, excuse me for asking, but where are your soul weapons? I saw that more than a few of you carry ordinary weapons.”

      The chatter died down, and nobody offered an answer. Some even glanced down in shame.

      Satemi was the first to answer. “That golden pubic hair of a man took them. All that come into this world are given a choice of soul weapon, but though they cannot be destroyed, they can be taken. That mask you saw me wear is not my own. It is Imenda’s. It is a powerful weapon and tool of its own kind, but it doesn’t belong to me. Still, if I were a bastard like Vormer, I could kill her and take it for my own.”

      Cade thought about her words for a moment, the significance of it churning his stomach. “And he took all of their weapons. How then did you all escape the city? Surely, he didn’t want you to leave in the first place.”

      The moment of silence that followed told Cade he’d touched upon a sensitive subject. He sighed, hoping he hadn’t ruined the mood entirely, but he was learning more and more of the politics in the world, and he wasn’t liking the picture it painted. Cade needed to know the truth.

      Minda returned from behind him, touching his cheek with her hand. “It is a sad story, but only if you forget that all of us have survived. We too once lived in the city. But a few months ago, Vormer came through the portal, and with him, he brought many changes. This is an old world, or so our demons told us, and it once was home to thousands. When I came through the portal a year ago, there were hundreds.

      “But Vormer changed it all. For some reason, he came through at a higher level, and he spoke of his Burning God. None of us have seen this deity with our eyes, but Vormer showed us his power. A few of us who were gifted in war attempted to overthrow him. But his guards, those who chose to give themselves over to his master, rose against us. The faceless ones hide behind masks and move like dolls pulled along by his string.

      “So after a pitched battle, we fled, taking all of those who were strong enough of will and body to come. It was during that retreat that so many of us lost our soul weapons.”

      Her story came to an end, and Cade saw the fire of anger in the eyes of those around him. One man spoke in a voice that trembled with rage, “I had a bow that could fell a boar from two hundred strides. It was knocked from my grip by a guard, and I nearly died trying to retrieve it. We would not have forsaken such gifts willingly.”

      Imenda came forward and spoke once more, putting an end to the discussion. “And what is worse is that some suspect Vormer to be tampering with the portal itself. It runs on a magic so ancient and potent none of us know how it functions. You are the first to come to Antinium since the battle, but once there used to be a few each day. So yes, Cade, we have much to fear. But we have much to celebrate as well. Enough of this talk for the evening. We have reasons to be joyful in plenty.”

      Then the old woman chugged a good portion of the wine herself and stunned them all with an elegant burp. This lady is like my mom. I’ll bet she’d smoke pot with me in a heartbeat, Cade thought with a grin.

      A few of the villagers began to dance, spurred on by their elder’s spirit. Satemi pulled out one of her swords and inspected the edge of its blade, her face filled with emotion. Cade could understand; the vortex of pain and nostalgia they’d both been subjected to was harsh. No amount of good food and cheap wine could erase it entirely.

      He was considering joining her again, perhaps speaking further about the village she once protected when a hand fell on his shoulder. “Excuse me, but I for one am ready for something more entertaining than dancing. Come with me, Cade,” Minda said, then walked away, her ass swishing with each step.

      The woman wore a plain cotton shirt and leather skirt. But she wore only a pair of canvas shorts below. Their frayed edges told him they’d once been pants, but the legs had been cut away. It was fortunate they had been, for Cade saw the supple union between ass and thighs glowing in the light of the fire. He felt his heart begin to race.

      She stopped, turning to grin at his admiration. Then continued onward. He stood and followed. What the fuck else am I supposed to do? She obviously isn’t a Terran, but she’s humanoid enough for any red-blooded American. Cade chuckled at his ridiculous thought and ducked into the hide tent.

      It was dark, and at first, he blinked around, trying to see what he could. “Is there a candle or a torch we can light?” he asked, nerves getting the better of him.

      “No need, Cade. Your eyes will adjust, and the light from the campfire will be enough.”

      Then he saw the silhouette of the woman as she removed her skirt, then her shirt and shorts. Minda was naked though he couldn’t see a thing yet but for the glowing white of her skin. He fussed with his buckle a moment until she growled faintly, then shoved him down on a pile of furs.

      “Slow, Cade. Too slow for my taste. You were brave in accepting Satemi’s challenge, and you were honest with those I care about. These things have stirred a desire within me.” She pulled off his belt and threw it against the tent wall. He laughed as she took off his pants next, then gestured impatiently with her hands for him to do the same with his shirt.

      “Wait, I know so little about you. Don’t you want to talk awhile? Maybe get to know the man you’re about to fuck?” Cade asked while trying to suppress a laugh.

      He could see her face now, a dark-orange glow suffusing the tent enough for him to make out as much as he desired to see. She was laughing too, soft and quiet, sharing everything with him in the moment. She gestured to his cock, as hard as diamond and twice as precious. “It seems you are ready enough. I think we will come to learn more about each other while we fuck than sitting here and talking. Don’t you?”

      Cade’s face hurt from smiling so much, so instead of answering, he just nodded. He made to rise, to kiss her and begin this contest of lust that had so eagerly sprung up between them, but she shoved him down again. Before he could say a word, she moved forward, crawling over him like a lioness on hands and feet.

      She grazed his member with the silken velvet of her fur, her body powerful yet yielding. Her small tits hung below her frame and her fierce eyes stared at him. Minda bit his lip, and he felt her teeth were pointed at the tips, and blood sprouted in his mouth. This bitch is mad, he thought, not dismayed by her attention in the slightest. He ran his hands over her body. Her fur was so short and fine it felt like a thin layer of fuzz, her skin hot to the touch.

      “Now you will remember me when we are done,” she said and pressed her hand on his chest. Then, straddling his body, both feet planted to either side of his hips, Minda lowered herself onto him.

      Cade gasped, her pussy feverish and wet. She smiled down at him, dropping lower an inch at time, as patient as she should have been with this most delicious moment. When she’d taken him all, he felt her clench his dick inside her, gripping it expertly, and just as slowly, began to rock her body front to back.

      “I know this is soon, but fucking A, I think I love you,” Cade said through gritted teeth.

      Minda laughed, a resonant and joyous sound coming up from her belly. “Yes, yes. Every man loves every woman while his dick is inside her. Now, please. Shut the fuck up already.” Her tone was playful, and she continued to tease him with the painfully slow movements, every second a chorus of pleasure exploding through his body.

      He reached up a hand and held one of her breasts, feeling the hard point of her nipple press into his palm. With his other hand, he touched her thigh, ran his hand up high until he felt the bulge of her hip. She smiled, and said in a whisper, “Do all men from your world fuck so politely?”

      Again, Cade laughed. Dear gods, I may just fall in love with this girl. She’s fucking amazing, Cade thought. What he said though was, “It depends on what you consider to be good manners.” When he finished, Cade grabbed her nipple between his fingers and pinched, rolling it slightly as he did so. Minda gasped, her eyes growing heavy. He gripped her ass in his other hand, crushing her buttocks and pushing down, thrusting up with his hips at the same time.

      His dick scored deeper than ever inside her.

      Minda gasped again, then a new sound he hadn’t heard yet began to thrum from her chest. She’d already hissed and growled in front of him, her beastkin nature so close to the surface, but this was the first time he’d heard the woman purr.

      Somewhere between a cat’s purr and a Terran’s moan, Minda thrummed above him, the pitch of her movements increasing.

      “Still so well mannered. I wouldn’t want to think little of the Terran people, but I also do not want to offend your sensibilities,” Minda said, her voice breathy, a thread of tension building in every world.

      This bitch, Cade thought. Needs a lesson in Earth’s grand and ancient tradition of balling. Well, fine by me.

      Cade gripped her wrist, tugging her down on one side, then rolled her over onto her back. For a second, she struggled against him, but he overpowered her and pressed her down into the furs. Her eyes were wild with arousal, and when he looked down, he saw her legs open, eager for more of what she’d taken.

      He gave her three of his fingers instead, biting her neck and pulling the white braids of her hair. “Yes!” she moaned, her own nails digging into his forearm, encouraging him to please her. He didn’t need such encouragement, but it was a nice touch. Cade fucked her pussy with his fingers, curling against the soft node of pleasure just two inches inside her. Her purring got louder, and he increased his pace.

      Moving lower, he kissed her breasts and bit her nipple, pinching it between his front teeth and grinding his tongue against the bit of flesh he held in his mouth.

      “Fucking Terrans isn’t so bad, then,” she panted, and her hand crushed his arm as her hips tensed. Cade lifted his torso higher, staring into her eyes as her legs lifted higher, her belly tensing.

      Then it broke.

      Minda’s hips churned slowly, her stomach writhing as she came. Cade slowed his hand, making the moment stretch out, and she grinned up at the ceiling of the tent, eyes closed.

      The woman stilled at last. “What would you like now, Cade? Is there anything else the Terrans know how to do?”

      Cade took his hand and pushed it up her mound, covered in a sheen of gold velvet, then up her belly, between her tits, and finally her throat. He gripped her there and buried his cock inside her. Her pussy felt scalding as he pressed into her. He squeezed his hand slightly, and her eyes went wide. Yes, bitch. This is just starting, Cade thought as he sped up, grinding against her with each movement.

      Her purring started again, and he allowed himself the luxury of moaning as well, soft at first, but then his voice grew stronger. The villagers were not far away, so he knew they must have heard everything so far, but in a community so small, this was surely not the first of such occasions.

      “Yes, Cade. Fuck me,” Minda said, her hands pulling at his hips, encouraging his every movement. Then he released his grip on her neck and held two of his fingers to her mouth, running them along her bottom lip, as if to ask permission. In answer, she opened her mouth.

      Minda sucked on his fingers, her hot tongue rasping against them. He felt the pressure and urge to finish, and she smiled. Placing his hand back on her breast, she coaxed him. “Do it, Cade. Fuck me and cum inside.”

      His face showed just a bit of concern, then she added, “Not on Last World. No babies here. Just some fucking and some dying. Now choose which one you want, Cade.”

      Redoubling his efforts, Cade moved his hands to Minda’s hips. He lifted her off the ground and fucked her pussy, feeling his cock stiffen within her. She sensed it too and clenched down on him, making each motion more intense.

      Then everything shattered, Cade growled, a Lupine sound he’d never heard from his throat before, and fell on top of Minda, gasping for breath and grinning like a fool.

      “Good, Cade. It was a good job. Now get off of me. We have to get to sleep. There will be a hunt in the morning, and I wanted to see if you are as good with your axe as you are with your dick.”

      Minda pushed him off and rolled over, pulling a fur with her. Cade laughed, still short of breath, and pulled her hip towards him, close enough that he could smell her hair. Then he fell asleep, thinking of what they’d just done together.

      Not a single dream or nightmare disturbed his sleep.
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            First Date to the Grasslands

          

        

      

    

    
      “We will need a great many more skins if we are to remove ourselves from this place. Minda scouted a suitable location for our new settlement, but if you wish to be a part of it, Cade, it would be more than helpful if you brought us the building materials we need.”

      Imenda spoke with the same formal gravity she managed on all occasions. Only this time, it felt more powerful as they were poised on the edge of town, Satemi grinning wryly at Cade’s discomfort. The whole village had heard his performance last night, as he’d feared, but most simply ignored it. Satemi, however, seemed bent on milking his coyness for all it was worth.

      “Make sure you bring plenty of skins back, lover man. You’ll need a tent of your own if you insist on making such noise.”

      “Thank you, Satemi, for noting that yet again. If you’d like, I can show you the face I use when in such dire circumstances,” he teased back, and for once, brought a blush to her cheeks. Serves her right. Bitch has been on my shit all morning, Cade thought, grateful for some degree of success.

      Imelda clapped her hands, wearing a frown in mock anger. “Enough, young ones. The sun rises and you both have far to go today if the hunt will be successful. Go now, and make sure you bring all that I require. Now, off you go.”

      At that, the villagers turned back and left Minda and Cade to begin their hike.

      Viewed on the map, the grasslands didn’t seem so far away, but in reality, they had perhaps twenty miles of jungle to traverse before they made it so far. Minda didn’t seem like she meant to waste any time as she fell into a jog. She threw him a glance as if to suggest she might leave him behind if he lagged.

      Taking the challenge, Cade strode behind her, content to enjoy the perky view as they travelled. He heard her laugh when she guessed his mind, then broke into a run.

      He chased her as they wove through the jungle, heedless of the dangers around them. It was easy to be caught up in the joy of their new union, and Cade laughed out loud when he smashed into the leaves of a large fern.

      Then suddenly, he couldn’t see Minda any longer. He stopped, scratching his head, and called out. “Minda, did I lose you? Shit, did you lose me?”

      “I am right behind you, Cade. And this is your first lesson.”

      He spun to find Minda standing, a dagger in one hand, and her soul weapon in the other. “What lesson?”

      “You move like a drunk ape through the woods. Even at a walk, you should be able to remain quiet, but I can be silent, even while running. If you do not develop this skill, you will most likely be eaten out here. Now, let us try again, and run beside me, watch the way I move… and not just my ass. Understand?”

      Cade nodded, solemn in his promise to try his best. She was right. If he’d known how to do this from the start, many of his misadventures wouldn’t have happened at all.

      The next time Minda left, he did as she had suggested. Running beside her, he watched the tread of her feet, the silent loping of her legs. Cade tried his best to imitate her movements, and though it was difficult, he noticed at once that he indeed made less noise.

      Cade learned it was more than the way she moved, however. As the miles ticked away, Minda would stop often, point to a plant, and tell him a few things about it. “These ferns, when the tips brown like this, it means they are brittle, and will make crackling noises should you disturb it. Always go around them.” Another tree she stopped beneath was, “Any hunter’s best friend. The fallen leaves cling to moisture and make your movements quieter than a whisper.”

      He was pleased to find that as they continued their travels, those very same plants would return, and now were highlighted with additional information. Eventually, he began to recognize the patterns of their leaves, the way their branches spread, and didn’t have to inspect them.

      After a few hours of this, they took a break. Minda at a handful of nuts she’d gathered on her run and held out some for him. He took one and crunched it, savoring its taste. Raw, the nut had a green and bitter taste, but it had a satisfying density to it, almost like meat.

      Almost like meat, isn’t quite meat though, especially for something with a wolf belly. So Cade made Minda laugh as he summoned a hunk of drakeling steak and devoured three quarters of it, his record so far. She teased him that he wouldn’t have it in him to keep running being so stuffed, but he showed her how wrong she was.

      Their second leg went mostly undisturbed, though this time, she focused on showing him the several types of edible plants that grew all around them. Small Crimson Tubers that grew in flowered patches on the ground, the bitter Sianine Seeds she’d shared with him, and the fragrant Morira Flowers were among those she pointed out. Each was gifted with its own flavor, its own value nutritionally, and some plants even had medicinal value as well. The flowers, for instance, could cure a disease that jungle fleas could carry, huge bugs Cade had begun to notice the further north and west they traveled.

      Minda was a wellspring of knowledge, and Cade grew a deeper and more substantial respect for her. Not only could she sneak up on him, take him prisoner, then fuck his brains out in a single night, but she was a veritable encyclopedia on all things in the wild.

      On the final break of the day, the sun nearing its decline in the west, she gave him a greater insight into why she had such abilities. After they’d eaten, he broke down and finally asked her about the strange-looking soul weapon she carried. To him it appeared no more than an eight-inch rod of steel. Keeping his joke to himself, he asked earnestly, “What does it do? Is it more than just a club?”

      She laughed, her pointy teeth flashing in the fading sun. Cade touched his lip, no longer tender for the bite she’d given him, but the memory there all the same. “It is much more than a club. Look. It is tied closely with my class. I am a Jungle Adept, a warrior and caster both who is linked to the land itself. My weapon is a wand staff. I can carry it around like this for convenience, but when I need to expand my power, I can make it do this.”

      With a flourish, the metal wand grew into a staff that twisted into a spire at the end, revealing a mana crystal in the center of its elaborate pattern. Cade was thoroughly impressed and told her as much.

      Minda blushed, a hint of pink coming through the white fur on her cheeks. “Thank you. Now, can you give me one of those plantains again?”

      He pulled the fruit from his Inventory and handed it to her. She peeled it, ate most, then threw a small chunk on the ground. Then she held her hand up, palm out, and cast a spell. For a moment, her body was infused with mana, then a stream of it shot out, striking the piece of fruit. In an instant, roots shot out and buried themselves in the soil, and a stem grew up several inches, a few leaves bursting to either side.

      “See, now the next time we come here, there may be a few plantains for us. The spell works exceptionally well. From the tiny seed in that piece of fruit, I grew a sapling. But over the next week or so, the plant will grow at an accelerated rate. Even by this time tomorrow, it will be twice the size it is now.”

      Cade marveled at the display and gave the woman a smile. “You’re amazing, Minda. Truly. And so is this world. If only…” He trailed off, unable and unwilling to mention Vormer’s tyranny.

      Minda shrunk the staff back down to its more transportable size, and finished for him, “If only there wasn’t so much shit in the way. I know. But that is why we are on this quest.”

      “Speaking of which, give me a moment. I’d like to read it over if you don’t mind,” Cade said and brought up the quest information.
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        Quest: Deer Hides for the Village

      

        

      
        Difficulty: Hard

      

        

      
        Reward: XP, favor with Imenda, Satemi, and the villagers.

      

        

      
        Description: Imenda has asked you to gather resources from the grasslands to the northwest of the village. The journey itself may present dangers, but if they can be avoided, the quest difficulty will diminish significantly. A total of 50 units of deer hide need to be collected before the quest is complete. Bonus items include: pristine antlers, long deer bone, and hyacin berries. Each bonus item counts for additional XP. Return in less than 48 hours or quest rewards will diminish.
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      “Wow, 50 hides in all, huh? And there’s a time limit. We should get going again soon, yeah?” Cade asked, hoping each deer might at least count for a few hides. The drakeling had, after all.

      Minda agreed, and again, they were running through the jungle, avoiding dangers Cade could only imagine. He trusted the woman implicitly now. If there was a guide out here who he could trust, it was her. The sun fell, and the sky began to darken, and still they ran on.

      Cade checked his map, but quickly dismissed it. Not only would it distract him, possibly causing him to stumble, but there was no longer any need. A few hundred more strides and they burst out of the thick foliage, a sea of tumbling grass beyond greeting them.

      It was beautiful. The gold and greens of the grasslands were cast into bronze and ochre, the setting sun making them glow with the last light of the day. Minda turned and smiled at him, her pointy teeth flashing. She spoke between pants, her chest heaving. “We have made it, Cade. Now, we must find a place to camp for the night, and quickly.”

      He was going to ask how they might do so, but instead, ran after her as she sprinted away. Minda was fast, and he reveled in the way her athletic body coursed through the waist-high grasses.

      “Shouldn’t we worry about snakes or something?” he yelled at her.

      She laughed and threw back, “They are underground now. The heat is gone and so are they. But the predators… Sure, they will be about.”

      Predators? Great. Just what I need to think about while sprinting across unfamiliar terrain. But Cade followed, trusting the woman knew her business. The ground sloped upward slowly, then after half a mile, it broke, and the true magnitude of the grasslands shook him. Even in the diminishing light, he could see for miles. And as far as he could see, uninterrupted grassland spread before him. To the south, his left as he ran, he saw the spires of the city again, their tips still reflecting the last rays of the sun. A cold rage boiled within him. None of this would be necessary if they could all live within the safety of Tanrial, as the world had obviously been designed.

      Then Minda stopped, so suddenly he nearly bowled into her. She stood panting and pointed. “There. Those are our quarry. They hunker down for the night, so we need not get closer. As long as we wake before sunrise, they will still be there in the morning. We are lucky to have found them so quickly. Even a herd that size can take hours or days to find if one is unlucky.”

      Cade took in the sight before him. Hundreds of deer, small but recognizable in form at this distance, stood in the loose clump of a massive herd. “Okay, so now what?” He knew they couldn’t hunt now, not without wasting a better opportunity, but they had no shelter, no furs. He didn’t relish the idea of sleeping out beneath the stars, not if there were better options.

      “Now, we sleep,” Minda said, and for a moment, Cade’s worries seemed confirmed. Yet a second later, and the woman had summoned a bundle of hide and dried sticks, wrapped tightly with vines. She set it down and told him to unwrap it. As he did so, she summoned two thick furs. One she threw out over the grass. It was so heavy that it hardly needed to be stomped down to make the grass buckle beneath it. The second she set aside.

      By then, Cade had the bundle unwound and sticks separated. Expertly, Minda drove two shorter sticks into the ground to either side of the fur she’d laid down, then braced the third to lie across the two. She bound them both with crude twine. Finally, she took the final four sticks and set them sideways, across the support branch that ran the length of the fur. In effect, she’d made a low but fairly stable framework. It looked like a simple roof without shingles and missing the house below. Only eighteen inches of space stood between top and bottom, and the entire thing was three feet wide.

      At last, Minda told Cade to get the opposite side of the second hide, and they positioned it over the top of the frame. Then she drove short stakes through holes at each corner.

      The saggy tent she’d made looked far from sturdy, but it would do for the night and would keep them warm. It could probably even keep them dry if a light rain fell. Anything more, of course not, but Cade was still impressed. Without the proper materials or more time to construct something semi-permanent, this was as good a pop tent as Last World could offer.

      Minda pulled out more nuts and a few pieces of fruit and devoured them in a minute. Cade took the hint, and though he wanted meat again, didn’t want fresh blood stinking up their campsite before they fell asleep. Instead, he ate several plantains, sad to note he only had ten more. They both drank water, then climbed inside.

      Cade’s shoulder brushed the hide above him, but their shared warmth and the general mildness of the weather made him more than comfortable. Minda also summoned a third skin, this one smaller but lined with thick fur. Smells a bit like wet ham and hairballs, but at least we’ll be cozy, Cade thought.

      Minda pressed her body against his, and he masked the stink of the fur with her musk, a wild and permeating smell that reminded him of summertime and the warmth of a bed shared with a woman.

      Even as their breathing began to grow rhythmic, both of them exhausted from the day’s travels, Cade became aroused, the scent, heat, and texture of her body too much to ignore. Slowly, he ran a hand up her belly, stroking the soft velvet that covered her body.

      A sharp smack resounded, Minda slapping his hand. “Fool of a Terran. Hunters do not fuck on a hunt. It is foul practice. It is too noisy and you must save your strength for tomorrow’s kills. Go to sleep,” she chastised him, and he suppressed a laugh. She did have a point. But then she reached behind her and grabbed his cock, squeezing it in her small hand. “When we get back though, okay?”

      “Promise?” Cade teased, pressing against her once more.

      “Promise.”

      “Minda, I know it is a good time to rest, and I’m a few yawns from passing out myself, but can I ask you a question?”

      She rolled on her back, her tiny shoulders pressed to the ground as she looked up into his eyes. It was dark inside the tent, but he could see the faint glimmer of her eyes and the white of her skin and teeth. He couldn’t tell for certain, but he thought she was smiling.

      Then she shrugged. “Sure, Cade. What do you want to know?”

      He sighed, shaking his head. “I just want to know something about your world, the one you came from. Anything you can think of. Did you have a man there? Were you always a warrior like you are now? Did you live in the jungle like we do here, or does your world have cities as advanced as Tanrial?”

      She paused a long while before answering. Then she giggled. “Okay, in order, then we sleep. I did have a man there, in fact I had many. Almost as many as I had women. Our world has different rules about sex. Since sex with the opposite gender can result in pregnancy, pleasure was sought most often with the same gender. I’ve spoken to Satemi about this. She will not even consider fucking me. Her world must be boring as hell.”

      Cade’s cock rejoined the conversation, and she pushed against it, giggling. “At least you are not offended by such an idea. There’s hope for you yet. Next question. No, I was not a warrior, but a scientist. A botanist in fact, which is why I chose my class. Yet, I thought this world will have dangers, so I learned the dagger, the bow, even a bit of the spear, though I suck with those. The last two questions I will do as one. I lived in a small apartment with three other women in a city much larger than Tanrial. And though there were many wonders there—electricity, robotics, bioengineering—I still somehow feel Tanrial surpasses all of them.

      “Many of what has been achieved within the city, from the portal to the self-propelling fountains, are achievements of great technology we on Pindaia were centuries away from discovering.”

      Cade’s mind spun with the idea of another world, as complex and wonderful as Earth, yet completely independent. How many worlds were there just like it? What else did this woman have in common with him? How old did the Pindaians grow to be?

      But she rolled over and reminded him. “You promised me sleep, so don’t think of asking anything further. Tomorrow, when we are done with the hunt, I’ll let you ask five more. I would like to know more of your Terran world as well. But for now, sleep.”

      As he’d promised, Cade held her body, so small yet powerful. He felt the rhythm of her heart pounding through her chest, felt the rise and fall of her breathing, and soon, he too, was asleep.
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            Life, and Killing Shit, on the Prairie

          

        

      

    

    
      The morning began well before Cade was ready for it.

      Minda, all business and focus, shook him awake before the sun was up, and as they crawled out of the hide tent, a deep chill ran through Cade’s bones. Wind blew from the west, and with it, an endless stream of fog. By the time they were done assembling the tent, his clothes were heavy with moisture.

      But the activity itself warmed him enough so that he was not shivering. Minda’s body was so small compared to his. He was surprised she looked relatively comfortable as well, though he had the notion she was just better at hiding it.

      Afterward, they shared a quick meal, this time Cade indulging in the drakeling meat. When he’d finished, she made him rinse himself thoroughly and even dig up some of the soil below the turf to rub across his hands and face.

      “If you stink like a kill, how can the deer not smell you?” she noted, and he couldn’t argue.

      Finally, they set out toward the herd, getting a bit closer, so that Cade could see the tall antlers protruding from the males and even spot the smaller calves still huddled against their mothers for warmth.

      Cade was about to ask what the plan was when Minda explained her tactics. “If we go in with bow and blade, we may get four or five. More if we are lucky. But then the whole herd will run a dozen miles away and we’ll need to follow them on foot for another attack. We do not have the time for such nonsense. Instead,” she said, summoning a bundle of sharpened stakes, all around five feet long, “we will use these!”

      Knowing questions would follow, she shoved the bundle in his direction and told him the rest. “Do you see that slight downhill slope?” she said, pointing to a pitch of grass off to one side of the herd. He nodded. “We will assemble these along both sides, running away from the herd itself. It is downwind, so all should be fine. Push the stakes in, no hammering to wake them all up in a foul mood, mind you. And each time we do so, we get a little closer together. Then after we run cordage between all of them, we will have made a funnel to push the herd toward a single point that will be only ten or so feet wide.”

      “So then we both kill a bunch of them as they pass by us?” Cade asked, getting the image better as she’d used her hands to illustrate quite efficiently.

      Minda giggled, enjoying his uncertainty. “No, Cade. You alone will be in the kill zone. I will drive the herd from the opposite side taking as many as I can while doing so.”

      When he understood the implications of the plan, he couldn’t help but scowl at the woman. “Don’t worry,” she intoned. “A big strong man like you with your powerful axe will have no trouble at all. But be careful of the bulls. The largest weigh as much as three hundred pounds. If my only fuck buddy were to die, I wouldn’t know what I’d do with myself.” She grinned at him for a while then added, “Masturbate, probably.”

      Cade gave her a shove, then they walked to the ambush site together, the mood light despite the tension in the air. He gazed at her a few moments, grinning like he was on a date with his first girlfriend. She was amazing, so much fun and so wild. And I suppose she is my first girlfriend, in Last World at least.

      He forced his mind to the task at hand. A lot hung on this one opportunity. If the herd went the wrong direction, or if he got knocked down and couldn’t kill enough of them, they’d still need to follow the herd and try again.

      The soil of the grasslands was soft at least a foot deep, so pressing the stakes in was easy. They began the opening of the funnel perhaps fifty feet apart. At first, Cade thought they meant to force the entire herd through, but she’d shown him the folly in such an approach. Not only would they most likely sweep the trap aside, but that many animals pushed toward Cade would mean the end of his days here on Antinium.

      Moving ever closer together, Cade occasionally looked up and watched Minda work. Her tough frame did the same work he did with double the efficiency. If you could distill a hunk of awesomeness and a bushel of raw femininity, you’d end up with something like her. Why didn’t I find anyone like that on Earth? Cade mused. If I had, would I have been smart enough to recognize it? Or had I spent too many years in darkness to even notice? Those kinds of thoughts gave him a sense of loss and despair until he realized he’d been lucky enough to try it all over again. Last World was a strange and rare experience that he fully intended to treasure.

      When they finished, Minda produced two spools of cordage. Following her example, Cade wound the thin rope around each stake and on to the next. They began a foot and a half off the ground, then, reaching the end of the line of stakes, wove the rope around the tips of the stakes moving back toward the opening of the trap. It wasn’t a sturdy thing, and if one of the deer panicked, they’d tear straight through in a heartbeat. But according to Minda, deer were cautious creatures, always afraid of injury. So most would follow the course of the trap, funneling themselves towards Cade’s position.

      Speaking of such, Cade headed there now. His job was to lie still and wait. The morning sun was up, and the herd was casually grazing. In a short time, were they left to their own devices, the deer would move on in the direction their alphas took them.

      But Minda was already halfway around the herd mostly likely. She’d loped away, keeping downwind and as far away as she could until in position. There was no way she could speak with Cade any longer, no signal to tell him the plan was in motion other than the disturbance he’d notice in the deer themselves. That, she emphasized, would be obvious.

      In a familiar sense, Cade had done as he had so often before in the Army. The morning was all about hurrying up to wait. As he lay on his belly, a screen of swaying grass before him, he examined two of the nearest deer.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Farliri Deer Calf

        Level 1

        Grazer Fauna
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Farliri Deer Doe

        Level 3

        Grazer Fauna
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        * * *

      

      Not so scary then. I’m only level two, but if I managed to take down a level six drakeling, I should be alright, Cade figured, chewing on a piece of grass to distract himself. He found one of the larger males and examined it next.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Farliri Deer Alpha

        Level 5
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        * * *

      

      Cade felt his stomach drop, the idea of facing such a stronger foe, especially in numbers, was terrifying. Fuck it all, man. Go big or go back to Tanrial. He struggled to strengthen his resolve, fortify his mindset before this all began. He closed his eyes and took a long breath, the scent of the grass around him calming his nerves. His trusty axe lay beside him, and his body was strong and ready. This was gonna happen.

      Suddenly, a deer’s bleat rose above the herd in the distance, a sound of panic and pain. Another sounded after, and then a third. Minda had begun the hunt.

      She told him her portion of the plan before they’d parted. Once she was opposite his position, she would use the bow she kept in her Inventory and fire at the deer, alternating to the right and left. In that way, the deer would begin moving away from her position, toward their trap. The bow she had wasn’t a soul weapon, didn’t have arcane killing potential. But it was finely crafted nonetheless.

      At last, the buck and jostle of the herd became visible from his position. Many of the deer panicked and bolted away to the side, but the majority started to run toward Cade. Hold your position, bro. Do not panic, he told himself. Not only did he need to remain hidden so as not to spook the animals, he needed to allow several of them to pass over him, waiting until the group was thick enough to take full advantage. He just hoped he wouldn’t get stepped on too many times.

      A few deer entered the far end of the trap, and broke into a run, the herd now galloping and gaining momentum. Soon, a full stampede would ensure. More cries of pain came from the deer, Minda continuing to shoot the stragglers and force the herd onward.

      Then the deer were upon him, just a few leading the pack. As planned, he allowed these to trot past him, their hooves thundering near his head. Not a single one stepped on him, and he was grateful. Before he could celebrate, a large doe crushed one of his legs. She weighed perhaps one hundred and fifty or more pounds, but the small and pointy hoof broke his skin and bruised the muscle beneath. He grunted with pain and sent her bounding away in panic.

      A clump of deer followed, behind them dozens more. It was go time.

      Cade jumped up, wincing with pain as his leg threatened to buckle beneath him. He shook it out and brandished his axe.

      Cade felt alive with fear and anticipation, his body thrumming with energy. He used Wyrm’s Wrath first, and his axe blurred before him. Five sweeping strikes flashed out at the deer, cutting into their necks and chests. Three of the beasts fell and a fourth a moment later when Cade shot the injured one in the chest with a Slug Shot.

      There was no time to think as several more of the deer rushed his position. Cade hacked at another doe, his axe nearly decapitating a large deer. Too many of the beasts were rushing past him, and he braced himself as a group of ten or more charged, fear raging in their eyes.

      Cade waded into their midst. His axe was a thing of nightmares, moving with unnatural speed as he chopped and cut the deer down. Two deer fell in a second, and Cade blasted another in the temple with the ether rifle.

      Four more deer fell in that group as he struck out with the enhanced speed of the drakeling. The last, however, an alpha, attacked Cade with its antlers. He rolled away, the deadly horns missing him by an inch. The deer shot past him. Yet it was not fast enough to outrun another Slug Shot. The mana projectile slammed the deer in the side of the skull, tossing brain and blood over the grass.

      The following minutes were a blur of pain and exhaustion. His Wyrm’s Wrath wore off, his body lurching back to normal speed. He felt like a slug, and heaved to catch his breath. The world spun around him, but he fought on.

      After what seemed like ages, the deer thinned, coming in ones and twos instead of groups. He breathed hard, hoping it was over. Before his feet lay dozens of the creatures, more than enough he assumed, to complete their quest. But ahead, he saw a frightening sight.

      A wounded buck alpha, blood dripping down its flank from a long gash, lowered its horns and charged. Cade dodged, but he was too exhausted, too weak to avoid the attack. The beast slashed Cade across his ribs. He cried out in pain as the buck reared up, swinging its hooves at his face, trying desperately to finish him.

      Cade blasted it in the chest with a Slug Shot, but his aim was ruined as a hoof struck the haft of his axe. The projectile grazed off with little effect. He backed away, swinging his axe defensively. The deer fell to the ground and made to charge once more. Cade tripped over a deer corpse behind him and watched the bull come on.

      Suddenly, an arrow sprouted from its neck, throwing off its momentum. The creature thrashed its head around as if to attack whoever had harmed it. Cade saw his opening and stood up, sinking his axe into the beast’s chest. The blade cut past bone and into its heart. In a moment, it was dead.

      The herd was gone, moved on, and all around him, on his face and hands and hair, Cade dripped with blood. He spat, tasting some in his mouth, whether his or some unlucky deer’s, he didn’t know. Then he fell to the ground, lying back on the warm corpse of a deer and panting.

      “I won’t even tease you, Terran. Fine work,” Minda said. Then after a pause, she announced, “Shit. You’ve killed thirty-eight by yourself. I killed nine, and that one there is my tenth. We’ve done it!”

      Cade nodded, blinking away sweat that burned his eyes. He was exhausted, his stamina at less than fifteen percent, but he felt ecstatic. What a fucking rush, he thought, reveling in his new life. Never in his wildest dreams did he think he would play a part in a mass kill hunt like this.

      The clean-up was quick and almost painless compared to the preparation and the hunt itself. They retrieved the stakes, and wound the cordage back onto the spools, and the process of looting took only a minute. When he was done though, he was weighed down by loads of deer meat and hides. Additionally, several other items dropped, many of which would add XP to the quest when turned in.

      In all, the full list of their gains was incredible.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        72 Farliri Deer Hides

        184 Farliri Deer Meat

        14 Farliri Pristine Horns

        28 Long Deer Bones

        52 Short Deer Bones

        96 Hyacin Berries

        1 Lucky Farliri Deer Tail

        Trinket - Unique - +1 Charisma, +1 Constitution
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        * * *

      

      “Well, shit on a shiny shingle, that is good news!” Cade announced. “We have plenty of bonus items that should give us a ton of XP. Some Short Deer Bones, whatever they do. But most importantly, look at this! We got a trinket, girl!”

      Minda shot Cade a fierce grin, her hands on her hips, legs spread wide. “Imenda and the others will be proud. You did well. Better than I’d hoped even. At the end, I saw you fighting, Cade. You are a true Chimera Lord. Savage.” Her voice grew husky as she ended, her eyes boring into his.

      “Ha! Now you want to fuck me. Okay, but hunters never do that sort of business out on a hunt, remember?” She laughed at his mild joke, but then Cade added, “This trinket. It is pretty great, and we wouldn’t have been able to do all this without your expertise. Here, take it.”

      Cade summoned the trinket and handed it to Minda. She pushed it back though, her face obstinate. “No. I am not a leader, and neither is Satemi for that matter. We have our strengths, but you, Cade, you are meant to be the leader in our group. Not only your class, but your Attributes suggest as much. Keep it.”

      He thought of fighting her on the point, but especially concerning classes, she was right. Chimera Lord had a nice ring to it, but it also suggested he would become more than a simple warrior. Nodding, the warmth of gratitude bloomed in his chest as he placed the item back in his inventory.

      “Not like that, Cade. Here, let me have it again,” she said firmly. When he gave it to her, she pulled the cordage back out from her Inventory, cut off a piece, then stowed it again. After some fiddling, Minda managed to make a necklace of the trinket and hand it back to him. “There, now put it on. You won’t be able to gain the stats if it is in your Inventory alone.”

      Cade did so, not entirely pleased that it still smelled faintly of blood and deer ass, but he immediately felt the Attributes kick in. His mind worked just a bit faster, understood the situation that much better. As to the Charisma, he could see its effect directly as Minda’s eyes grew more lustful the second the necklace was on.

      This is something I can get used to, Cade thought, trying not to feel creepy about the implications of abusing the Attribute.

      His mind moving on, he saw his XP bar was at 94%. “Why didn’t I level up? We killed a ton of creatures,” Cade asked Minda, and her answer, of course, made plenty of sense.

      “Those were fodder. Most were fleeing for their lives and went down easily. Despite their levels, the deer aren’t predators, and posed little threat to either of us. That last deer that almost gored you gave the most, I’m sure. But the world works that way. The more danger you are in, the more XP. At least that is what I’ve noticed so far.”

      Cade nodded, absorbing the information. That made leveling a lot harder, but also more fair. He’d thought that the slaughter they’d just instigated would have given him more than a couple levels. Yet it did seem too much like cheating.

      They used water from their skins to slake their thirst and wash their bodies. After, they took turns rubbing each other down with fresh soil, the dirt scrubbing off the residual grime and easing the pain of exhausted muscles. This last part was especially pleasant. Minda’s body was something Cade could rub for hours and not grow tired of.

      When he over-emphasized his part in the ritual, she shoved him off, grinning despite her rebuke. “Stick to your conviction, hunter. Stand strong or we’ll be coupling right here instead of heading back like we should. In fact, let’s eat and see how far we can return before it is dark.”

      Cade nodded, pulling out one of the deer meat they’d fought so hard for. It was a much smaller piece. An honest steak nobody would mind eating, Cade thought. Wish I had a grill to cook it on and a pinch of salt and pepper. He ate it while stealing glances of Minda. She ate the meat too, blood staining the white fur of her face and chest. He wanted to say it wasn’t sexy to see her eat like a savage, but that would be a flat-out lie.

      It was thanks to his zealous attention that Cade caught the flicker of a tail behind her. He stopped eating, his brow knitting with concern. Minda saw his reaction and turned in time to see the huge cat sprinting towards her.

      Cade’s mind automatically inspected the beast, having grown used to the necessity of such an action.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Grasslands Puma

        Level 5

        Predator Fauna
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        * * *

      

      Without thinking, Cade grabbed his blast axe, spun it around, and landed a Slug in the creature’s eye. Its head snapped back, and it slid to a stop at Minda’s feet.

      A roar split the air, and two more of the beasts leapt out of the tall grass. They were completely hidden by the cover, so Cade didn’t see the one coming for him until the last moment. He dodged, avoiding the first attack, then swung on instinct. His axehead sunk into the puma’s ribcage with a wet crash.  It rolled to its side, thrashing in pain, and died shortly after.

      Cade watched as Minda sprung away from three consecutive attacks from the puma targeting her. She looked like a gymnast tumbling on the mat, but she managed to keep hold of her dagger and staff as she did so.

      The puma followed her retreat and pounced when she came to a standstill. Minda rolled beneath it, slashing one of its forelegs deeply. The beast fell in the grass, too injured to leap away. Taking the advantage, Minda flashed her staff forward. The soul weapon extended as she used an ability he didn’t know she had. Thick roots grew up from the ground and latched onto the puma, crushing its legs with inexorable strength.

      Then Minda bounded forward and opened the beast’s throat.

      Cade glanced around, worried he’d see an alpha hidden in the grass, waiting for its turn to duel him. But if there had been one, it would have already attacked. A ripple of sensation, as subtle but distinct as a sneeze, ran through his body. He’d leveled up. But before he allowed himself to celebrate, he grounded his emotions. This is not a fucking game, Cade, he scolded himself, his way of thinking no longer acceptable when others, people like Minda and Satemi, were counting on him.

      He felt a small hand touch his arm. It was shaking slightly, and Cade looked down to see Minda looking up into his eyes. “Thank you, Cade. I was too distracted. I have fought these before, and yet… I allowed us to be ambushed. I’m sorry—” she tried, but Cade cut her off.

      “Enough. You are not supposed to be the leader, remember? And besides, you cannot be perfect, Minda.”

      “But I am the one who—”

      He cut her off again with a kiss, hard and unyielding. Cade saw her eyes flash wide in surprise, and for a moment, he thought she would pull away. But then she pressed back into his lips, and returned his affection.

      They did not continue though. There was no time for anything more than a single kiss as they looted the cats and began their trek back to the village, eating as they walked.

      There was a long way to go still before it was dark, and Cade intended to make the most of it. Another ambush, or worse, was all they could expect away from the safety of their group.

      So when they’d finished eating, Cade fell into a run, Minda at his side. They were going home.
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            Of Ruin and the Promise to Rebuild

          

        

      

    

    
      The miles bled away as Minda and Cade tore across the land, driven by the hope of returning before midday on the morrow. It was a lofty goal, for by the time they’d finished with looting the grassland pumas, the sun was already heading toward the horizon.

      They reached the forest and dove in, their progress slowing significantly. Still, with great discipline, Cade ignored his growling stomach and waited until Minda called a halt for the night to devour a half-dozen deer steaks. They both ate their fill, cleaned up as best they could, then walked another half mile to leave behind any residual smell of their meal.

      Instead of setting up the tent as they had in the grasslands, Minda showed him the versatility of her shelter skills. She formed a half tent with the skins this time, using the base of a massive tree to attach it to, and the structure was finished in a few minutes. They crowded inside, Cade pressing against the cool trunk of the tree and holding Minda in his arms. Too exhausted to think of flirting this night, he closed his eyes to sleep.

      And he would have too, lulled by the soft thrum of Minda’s subconscious purring and the chittering cadence of the jungle around them. But he recalled the harsh lecture Pablo had given him not so long ago. He needed to select his level-up options.

      As usual, Attributes came first.

      Cade added one point to Wisdom, his lowest Attribute, one to Charisma, one to Dexterity, one to Intelligence and one to Constitution. He didn’t want to become a completely spread-out character, but each Attribute played a significant role in his survival. The next level, he promised himself, he would call on Pablo again and find a way to specialize.

      The Charisma was showing benefits in many areas. Not only was it nice to see Minda react to his presence so strongly, but if he was going to lead these people, assist Imenda in her role and possibly take over when she was gone, he needed that advantage.

      His next choice was a new Trait, perhaps the most significant of his upgrades.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Marin Tenacity: By channeling the fierce marin, your hands can become weapons as well as tools. If this trait is chosen, your climbing ability will increase as will your Dexterity by a total of one Attribute Point.

      

        

      
        Alpha’s Fitness: With the endless endurance and tenacity of a herd of deer, this trait enhances one’s evasive skills and ability to rouse a group of followers. Constitution increased by a total of one Attribute Point and passive stealth gained if trait is chosen.

      

        

      
        Puma’s Puissance: Harnessing the explosive power of the Grasslands Puma, a Chimera Lord will gain passive tracking ability and one Attribute Point in Dexterity. The power of a peerless ambush is unlocked when choosing this trait.
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        * * *

      

      The first thing Cade thought was hell yeah, I want to become a puma. But rushing the choice was foolhardy. Reading the description of all three choices once more, he realized that Alpha’s Fitness might be a better choice. The stealth, for now at least, was more important than tracking.

      But what made his decision was the part about rousing a group of followers. Minda’s words came back to him, encouraging him to take up the heavy mantle of leader. This was the right choice. Selecting the Alpha’s Fitness, and finalizing his decisions thus far, the pain of acquiring the additional Attribute Points burned through his veins once more, but this time, rather than cripple him, it felt like a rush. He was acclimating to this world.

      Having selected the Trait, he progressed to choosing an Active Trait Skill. Again, only two choices populated.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Alpha’s Call: By rousing the herd in a mighty call, you and your party gain 10% increase to Stamina regeneration, Health regeneration, and total damage output. 2-minute Duration. 10-minute Cooldown.

      

        

      
        Antler Evasion: Using your weapon like a rack of antlers, you reduce the damage of a single attack by 80% and inflict 20% damage dealt back to the enemy. 30-second Cooldown.
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        * * *

      

      Though defense was always needed, this was a no brainer. Alpha’s Call would help him and the villagers in more ways than could be imagined.

      Cade took a brief glance at his Character sheet before moving on.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Name: Cade

        Level: 3

        Strength: 14

        Constitution: 16

        Dexterity: 14

        Intelligence: 14

        Wisdom: 10

        Charisma: 15

        Traits: Lycan Metabolism, Nilgathi Fervor, Alpha’s Fitness

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

      

      Cade felt like a gods-be-damned badass. The new Attribute Points cut new lines of sinew in his muscle, making him feel younger and stronger than ever before. He couldn’t wait to see Minda’s reaction to his change in the morning.

      But before he could join the fiery minx in her slumber, he needed to give just a little love to Mr. McGregor.

      Again, he pulled up his options starting with the axe.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Herculean Hammer: Modifies the backside of the blade, balancing the axe with a blunt surface. Hammer’s damage equals the axe’s normal attack but causes blunt instead of slashing damage. Grants a 15% chance of causing a Stun effect on an enemy. Stunned enemies cannot attack or move for ten seconds.

      

        

      
        Mana Spear: A spear point made of mana extends from the end of the axe, adding an additional method of attack but leaving the weight of the weapon unchanged. Attacks with Mana Spear cause slightly reduced attack damage, but cause Piercing instead of Slashing damage and significantly increases armor penetration.
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        * * *

      

      Cade mused over the new option for quite a while. When fighting against the guards in town, the Mana Spear would certainly be required. But he went with his gut. Selecting Herculean Hammer, Cade reached for his weapon, unbuttoning the sheath as quietly as he could, and marveled at the addition.

      A rectangular block of metal the size of his fist sat opposite the axe blade. It not only looks awesome, but I’ll bet I can really knock some teeth out with this bitch. Before he woke the creature next to him, who was now snoring faintly instead of purring, he put the axe back, not bothering to snap it in place for fear of the sound it would make.

      Finally, Cade brought up the upgrades available for the blast staff portion of his weapon.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Double Tap: Allows for two shots to be fired with a half-second delay between. Each shot is 20% less accurate but damage and distance are otherwise unaffected. Recharge time remains the same.

      

        

      
        Explosive Shot: The mana projectile explodes upon impact causing an additional piercing damage to target from secondary blast. Has the ability to hit nearby targets with secondary blast. Amount of damage reduced by distance.
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        * * *

      

      Explosive Shot was awesome. It was a seriously cool ability. The damage it could wreak among a group of shithead monsters would be a sight to see. But when Cade laid his eyes on Double Tap, he almost squealed.

      Two to the chest, motherfucker! They gonna fear me once they see my controlled pair. God, I can’t wait to shoot this thing. So Cade selected his final choice of the night, and took one final look at his sexy-ass weapon system.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Mr. McGregor Blast-Axe Level 3

      

        

      
        Primary Weapon System - Battle Axe

        Base Damage - 55% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Slashing

        Attack Speed - Medium

        Mods: Razor’s Edge, Herculean Hammer

      

        

      
        Secondary Weapon System - Blast Staff

        Base Damage - 55% of Max Damage

        Damage Type - Ether Blast

        Attack Speed - Instant

        Recharge Rate: 31 seconds (Intelligence 14)

        Mods: Slug Shot, Double Tap
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        * * *

      

      Cade sighed, relieved not only to be done making such crucial and difficult decisions, but for the additional strength he would have going forward. He needed every advantage if he were to survive the brutal conditions of Antinium.

      They slept until daybreak, then quickly broke down their tent. Minda gave him an odd look when she took the first bite of their shared and silent meal.

      “Did you gain a level?” she asked in a whisper.

      “Yes, I fucking did. How you like me now?” Cade said, doing a little turn for her so she could admire his hotness.

      Minda shoved him and gestured to his food.

      Nodding, Cade added only one other thing. “You gotta see what I did to my axe though. It’s almost as big as my dick now.”

      Minda couldn’t help but laugh. “Well then it must be amazing,” she said.

      Cade chuckled at his stupid joke, then thought of something. “Hey, so didn’t you get a new level? Or are you close at least?”

      She shook her head. “I’m at 36% to the next level. It doesn’t always fly by so quickly, you know? Not all of us are so new.”

      “What level are you?” Cade asked, curious to find out how far out of his league she was.

      Minda glared at him, but she was still smiling. “That is a rude question to ask so bluntly, Cade. But you have cum inside me, so I suppose we are well acquainted. I’m Level 5. If you want to know Satemi’s, you’ll need to ask her.”

      The two finished eating and continued their march through the jungle. No longer stopping to educate him on the various plant life, the two made quicker progress than before. It wasn’t spoken aloud, but Cade knew she was as excited as he about showing off the fruits of their labor.

      Occasionally, Cade checked his map. The meandering course necessary for jungle travel made it difficult to keep track of the direction, but Minda seemed to have no such problems. He wasn’t sure if she too referred to her map or else was simply so accustomed to this lifestyle that it wasn’t a problem any longer. She never once side-tracked though, so he felt at the very least, it was a combination of the two.

      Just before noon was when they saw the smoke. A hazy pillar of black curling up above the jungle ahead, marked where the village should be.

      Exchanging a terrified glance, they both fell into a reckless sprint. No time for worries or caution, the two ran as fast as they could, cutting themselves on the foliage and making all the noise in the world.

      The sounds of combat came next, a few cries, then a pitched shriek, loud and alien in nature. It sent chills up Cade’s back, and he pushed himself harder than before. Minda, though her legs were shorter, kept up with him stride for stride. On a flat and even surface, he could most likely surpass her, but in the thick of the jungle, the woman was his peer.

      Finally, they burst into camp and saw the mayhem. Minda screamed, the dead bodies of those she loved intertwined with the forms of unearthly beasts. The fighting was over already, and the only one left breathing was Satemi. They found her clutching Imenda’s body, a deep laceration across her belly.

      Satemi wept, her eyes staring off, not aware they had come back to the village too late. She rocked slightly, repeating a phrase over and over. It was only when Cade came closer that he could make out the words. “Failed them. Failed them. Failed them,” she said, endlessly. Minda looked to Cade, tears spilling down her face. He gestured to Satemi. Comfort her. She needs you right now, he thought, and she knew his meaning.

      Minda wrapped her arms around the woman and held her tight, rocking with him, and began speaking into her ear. Cade couldn’t hear a thing, his blood boiling with rage. A familiar surge of terror and heartache threatened to bowl him over. He kept his calm, however. Now was not the time to lose his head.

      Instead, he walked through the small village and collected every item and weapon he could, storing them all in his Inventory. He steeled himself in an icy armor, detaching himself from the macabre scene. It would all come back later. He knew that much from experience. For now though, he worked silently and diligently.

      He retrieved the fallen villagers’ bodies, moving them into a row and organizing their limbs and covering their wounds to preserve their dignity if not their lives.

      Finally, he inspected the creatures that had attacked. They had black, oily skin. It gleamed sickly in the sun, as if they were somehow both metallic and liquid in nature. With the forms of leopards, the cat-like creatures had wide, segmented tails, at the end of which was a long barb. There was no way of knowing for sure, but Cade guessed they were poisonous. Perhaps Satemi would know when she came back to her senses. He inspected one to at least satisfy his curiosity enough to know its name.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Kargina Loor - Abyss Cat

        Level Unknown

        Creature Type Unknown
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        * * *

      

      In the rubble, Cade found a discarded wineskin. He brought it to where the woman was sitting, and he gripped Satemi by the chin. Minda raised a hand to call him off, but he shook his head. Satemi stared blankly, not seeing Cade even though his face was in front of her. He shook her gently, and called, “Satemi. Wake the fuck up! Are you with me? I need you to be here, okay?”

      For a moment, her mouth worked and her eyes searched until they found his. Then a mixture of rage and heartache welled up in them. “Not now! Are you still the protector of this village?” Cade said, the manipulation in the words making his stomach turn.

      “What village?” the woman growled, at last a thread of awareness coming back. “They’re all fucking dead!”

      Cade cupped her cheek then, and moved closer until they were less than a foot apart. “Not all, Satemi. Minda is here, and so am I. We need your help or all will be lost.”

      Satemi nodded, but ground her teeth, teeth spilling out of the corners of her eyes. Then she shook her head. “I can’t, Cade. I failed them. Look, they are all dead. Imenda too. I tried so hard, but those beasts, those monsters were everywhere and all at once!”

      Then, lifting the wineskin to her mouth, he forced her to drink. When she gasped for breath, wincing at the burn of the liquor, he urged her to do so once more, finishing what was left. After a few more moments, Cade spoke again. “If you were attacked, there may be more on the way. We must leave this place, but first, let’s build a pyre so that none of these here can be fouled by the creatures of the forest. Come, Satemi. It is not time to rest nor to grieve yet. When we find our new home, you can tell us all that happened here.”

      Cade’s voice broke off, and though his words were harsh, tears burned in his own eyes. But he needed her with them. “Now, Satemi, are you ready?”

      She nodded once more, and glancing down to Imenda’s body, continued to weep while she set the body aside and fell to the tasks at hand.

      The three of them tore down what was left of the remaining huts and stacked the old materials within the wooden structure Minda had grown. A few of the skins were newer, still fresh, and Cade stored these in his Inventory as well, but most were too old to be easily repurposed. Adding all of the stacked and dried firewood came next, over which Cade ordered the remaining alcohol to be poured out. Two more large skins, one of a potent liquor that one of the villagers had made using a skill, soaked into the tinder, and the pyre was set.

      Once a large enough pile of fuel was stacked, they began carrying the bodies over one at a time. Imenda was placed last of all, in the center of those she’d loved and cared so much about.

      Satemi had ceased weeping, and now her face was a mask of stolid and irrefutable rage. A fitting way to face the future, Cade thought. How else does one recover from such tragedy again. The woman held Imenda’s great metal mask in her hand, and as Minda sparked flame to the pyre using the remains of a burning branch, the woman put the mask over her face.

      They watched the villagers burn, the flames erupting into a storm of fury in a matter of minutes. The pyre burned, the added firewood burned, the entire grown wooden structure caught fire as well, and the people Minda and Satemi had come to love burned as well. Minda allowed herself a moment of weakness and curled over to let the tears fall directly into the soil beneath her. Satemi, though, was a changed woman. She stood stern and unyielding, her swords drawn and her mask firmly in place.

      Cade announced it was time to go, and the women nodded, turning their back on the pyre. Nothing was left of value in the village, so they turned and walked away. The forest was their home, and Minda knew where to take them. They would find a refuge, a place to rebuild and grow stronger.

      And then, Cade promised himself, turning to face the city far away, we will return and bring justice to Vormer and all those foolish enough to follow him.
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            With a Good Deal of Flight and Fancy

          

        

      

    

    
      The village of three moved away from the pillar of black smoke and heartache. Cade asked Minda to take point, something she was better at anyhow, but which would also allow him the opportunity to keep an eye on Satemi. The warrior had the adamantine exterior that told of incredible turbulence below. She had pulled herself together, but the shell around her grief was brittle.

      It was harder still to gauge her emotions as she seemed determined to wear the mask. During their first break, when a skin of water was passed around and they looked back to see the black pillar behind them burning out, Cade suggested she remove it.

      “I will wear it until a new village is formed, safe and far away from here. I’ll wear it until Vormer’s blood runs through the streets of Tanrial.” Her words were ice. They were also promises.

      Cade and Minda exchanged their worry silently, their eyes doing the work of words. It wasn’t the time for argument, though, and Satemi did not seem the woman to be cowed, even by two others who she trusted. So Cade nodded, giving her shoulder a squeeze. “You will honor Imenda by wearing it, I am sure. Now come on. It’s time to go.”

      Minda pointed out the location of her proposed village site, far away in the jungle-strewn hills to the east. Cade trusted her, so simply said thank you and gestured for her to lead them on again.

      As they left all that was familiar behind them, Cade recalled the boots Vormer had given him. Thrown over his shoulder when he wanted stealth, left at the village during the hunt for the same reason, he knew they were resting in the dirt some distance from the hut he and Minda had made love in. Glancing down at his feet, he knew he might never wear shoes again. It pleased him for some reason. This was not Long Beach, California. He didn’t live on Earth anymore. This was Antinium and he was a fucking Chimera Lord.

      And what need, he thought, does a Chimera Lord have of boots?

      The group skirted the Waterfall District, a place that Cade hadn’t expected to return to so quickly. It felt so open and exposed yet fringed all around by the trees and bushes of the jungle. Walking through its midst was a good way of being watched by unseen creatures. So, wisely, Minda looped around the south, staying in the loose foliage that grew on the outskirts of the area. In that way, they remained in cover yet had the advantage of swifter travel.

      Cade stole glimpses of the three towering waterfalls as they wove through the trees, and even at over a mile away, they took his breath away. A soft wind was curling up the side of the mountain they fell from, peeling away moisture from the falls and sending it into a plume that floated above. The sun pierced through this veil, turning it a nearly opaque white. But when seen at an angle, gold and copper beams projected through the canopy.

      Most of the creatures they saw had been spotted by Minda before they were aware of the approaching party. The birds alone, which flew and hopped around their heads in an uninterrupted frenzy, seemed unperturbed by them.

      As the land rose towards the hills, their climb grew more difficult, but again, Minda proved her worth as a guide. Sometimes traveling south or north for half an hour, which frustrated Cade when he referenced the map, would save them hours of travel otherwise. She would find a game trail where there didn’t seem to be one.

      Sloping up from the flatter expanse of the jungle floor, Minda called them to a stop, pointing to something below. Cade squinted his eyes, unable to distinguish anything in the tangle of plant life. But then he saw it, a streak of black in the shadows of a fern tree. It was a jaguar creeping so slow it looked to be standing still. Then the beast exploded from its position, limbs and body a blur of liquid intent. The huge rodent it pounced upon only noticed the danger a second before it was over, a squeal reaching the group of travelers faintly.

      The display gave Cade the creeps. How many times were we being stalked? Better yet, how the fuck did I survive my solo trip? No wonder everyone was surprised. His thoughts gave way when a sound, like something crashing through brush, echoed out of the forest behind them.

      “I think we are being pursued,” Minda said in a calm voice. “That’s the second time I’ve heard such.”

      Satemi drew in a sharp breath, and Cade saw the hand resting on the hilt of her sword tremble slightly.

      Cade looked around. They were standing on a slight incline, hedged in by foliage. It was a terrible place to fight alone and especially as a group. “We need to find a clearing, something level where we will not be at a disadvantage. If it’s more of those beasts that attacked the village they will have no trouble fighting on uneven terrain like this.”

      Minda nodded and fell into a sprint. The group flew up the trail, and Cade only hoped some other creature didn’t ambush them from the opposite angle. Still, as they fled, more sounds emerged behind. A few more crashes of something heavy running through branches and once a fell baying. It sounded like a hell hound, unlike any creature Cade had heard before, like a wolf’s call was forced through a synthesizer, making their howl clipped and wavering.

      Worse yet, however, was that whatever followed them was getting closer.

      Cade nearly called the women back to make ready their stand, so close were the creatures. But Minda shouted ahead, giving them some degree of hope. “Another few hundred strides. Faster!”

      They pressed on, Satemi straining to keep up. Her long legs helped, but she was built to swing a war hammer, not sprint. Yet she was determined, and in a few moments, the group broke out into a clearing surrounded by bamboo canes.

      Cade gestured for them to spread out, him taking up the lead position in the triangle they formed. Three, it occurred to Cade, were so much stronger than two. “We can do this!” he hissed, glancing through the wavering bamboo. “Support one another, fight smart, and we can survive.”

      A ripple of dread coiled in Cade’s gut regardless of his short speech. The sun was declining, pouring an onslaught of bronze light through the canopy. The bamboo around them were unlike anything he’d seen before, crimson-stalked with greenish gray leaves. The moment he spent on inspecting the plant, Cade immediately regretted. They were standing in a grove of fucking Blood Bamboo.

      No more time was given to fretting, however, as the first sign of an abyss beast flickered through the foliage.

      Then, not one but five of the sleek creatures poured into the clearing like liquid night. The Abyss Cats were terrifying to see dead, but alive, their eyes flickering with malice, Cade knew sadly the villagers died with terror in their hearts.

      Without delaying further, Cade initiated his newest skill. Alpha’s Call erupted from his throat, a challenge and a rallying cry at once. His body reacted immediately, the newfound power and speed more than welcome. The beasts were not put off by his ability, however, instead moving with the same unnatural grace.

      And they were apparently smart. Instead of attacking at once, the beasts circled the group, denying them the ability to defend a single front. Their movements were eerie, almost as if gravity didn’t affect them. In some ways, the cats reminded him of the jaguar they’d seen earlier, but even the black of their coats differed in indescribably, alien ways. Instead of fur, they were covered in slick, undulating skin, like a vat of crude oil had been poured over their backs.

      Then there was the matter of their tails. Rather than the smooth and harmless tail of a panther or puma, the Kargina Loor had insectile appendages wavering behind them, tipped in a dagger-shaped barb.

      Minda stood at Cade’s left shoulder, her staff extended and already emitting a potent light. Satemi had only one of her swords free, no doubt conscious of swinging two long weapons so near to the group. A wise decision. Cade gripped the haft of his axe, waiting for the nearest cat to pounce.

      A few moments dragged by, the tension scathing. So Cade did what any infantryman would. He flipped his axe around, shouldering the weapon, and let a controlled pair soar into the face of the first cat. The first projectile tore through the monster’s mouth then into its neck below, the second landing square in the top left part of its sloping forehead.

      It shrieked in pain, giving a half-hearted leap, then curled in on itself in death. The others broke into action.

      Two more leapt at Cade, and he had no choice. He activated Wyrm’s Wrath, and as the skill shifted his perception, the streaking blurs of the attacking beasts slowed. Cade snapped a kick into the chest of one, pushing it away from them, then lashed out at the other with Culling the Pack. The blow cleaved across its chest, and a sickly green aura surrounded the beast indicated its wounded status. A heavy spray of blood shot out from the cut he’d left it. For the first time, his axe caused a Bleed effect. But despite the extra damage, the cat wasn’t out of the fight yet.

      Behind him, Cade could hear Minda chanting something, but Satemi was silent but for the whip of her sword and the rending of flesh. He could not watch their progress, could only protect the trio from the threat on his own side.

      The abyss cat he’d kicked returned first. Instead of leaping blindly, it ran at him, slipping under Cade’s first attack and repaying him with a slash across the thigh. Cade cried out, the wound burning with an unquenchable fire. The fuck is on that thing’s claws? Cade bellowed in his mind. Feels like lemon juice, vinegar, and a handful of fucking salt rubbed in for a little extra pizzaz.

      Another attack was aimed at Cade’s gut, the cat rearing up and sweeping its paw in a blur. Cade jumped back, brushing into Minda for a moment, before stepping back to counter. Remembering his new augmentation, Cade flipped his axehead around and swung the hammer. It clipped the beast on the temple, a sickly crack resounding.

      The beast stopped moving, its fiery orange eyes unfocused. Stunned! Stunned that mother! Cade thought, and swung the axe across its throat in a backswing. Two down, and by the yowls behind him, possibly four.

      Rather than celebrate, Cade advanced on the wounded abyss cat who’d kept its distance. Even as he watched on, Cade noticed its status effect fade. The cat jumped back into the fray with renewed vigor, easily dodging two more of Cade’s attacks. Its strange tail, so much like a scorpion’s but more geometric in its design, whipped forward. The barbed end plunged into Cade’s thigh, and he felt the hot burn of poison being injected.

      “Fuck you then. Want to play grab ass with me. Dodge a fucking bullet!” Cade shouted, and fired a slug round. The damn cat did dodge it, at least partially, moving away so its shoulder was hit instead of its chest. But the impact slowed it enough that when Cade brought his hammer down in the center of its head, the beast fell in a heap.

      No other cats were in front of him, so Cade spun and he gasped. Minda had one cat pinned to the ground, roots only barely holding it in place as it struggled. Another was exchanging blows with her, the woman’s dagger covered in as much blood as her thighs and forearms. She wasn’t faring well at all. Satemi stood over two more bodies, a third, this one larger and faster, kept her occupied exclusively on dodging and parrying.

      Cade needed to step in or his girls would be hurt more than they already were. His Wrym’s Wrath fell away at the worst possible moment, but he was determined to end the assault quickly. Sprinting over to the entangled cat, Cade caved its head in as he’d done the other. The Herculean Hammer sunk through the beast’s skull but stuck there. He yanked once, and it resisted, so he left it there, unsheathing his dagger instead.

      Then he lashed out at the cat attacking Minda. It avoided his attempted Culling the Pack, the green-shrouded dagger passing an inch away from its ribs. But even as it did so, Minda leapt forward, driving her dagger into its eye.

      The cat was gravely wounded, but its body tensed for another blind attack. Cade sunk his dagger behind the cat’s shoulder, the ribs scraping the blade in a chilling fashion. The abyss creature bucked against him, rending the wound wider, and Cade felt the blade of the dagger snap free. When the cat shrieked, still trying to walk away from its pain, bloody spray covered Satemi’s feet. The cat still, focusing only on remaining upright. Its front legs trembled with the effort.

      Satemi, with the form and grace of a master, stood tall, turning sideways to the beast, then lunged forward, her sword piercing its heart with ease.

      Satemi withdrew the sword with a flourish, opening the wound wider and tossing its blood to the forest floor. The monster, an Abyss Cat Alpha, Cade saw, collapsed. It glared malevolently at Satemi, its eyes more intelligent than was proper for any beast.

      Finally, its ragged breath ceased.

      Everyone’s wounds were relatively minor, Minda’s being somewhat more severe. They took a few minutes to treat hers with a paste she’d prepared from an herb gathered in the Waterfall District. When she tried to use it on Cade’s he refused. “I have rapid health regeneration and resistance to poison. If I show signs of infection, I’ll let you know.” Reluctantly, Minda nodded her assent, still eyeing the nasty gouge in his leg where dark poison leaked out. It hurt to stand on, but Cade could feel his body resisting the effects of the poison.

      He held up the handle of his now-useless dagger, the blade buried somewhere in the huge abyss cat’s torso. “Looks like Vormer’s gifts aren’t so fine after all,” he said, throwing the broken weapon to the ground.

      “I wasn’t aware that was up for debate,” Satemi growled, turning away. Still, her mind remained pragmatic. “Keep the sheath though. We can replace that with another dagger soon enough.”

      “Let’s eat here, and quickly, then find a place to camp. Somewhere away from this fucking bamboo,” Cade said, catching his breath. So while Minda summoned food from her Inventory, Cade went around and looted the Kargina Loor.

      Not a single item of loot was offered when he checked the first. Not sure what to think, he continued to search. Yet try as he might, he couldn’t find a single piece of loot on any of them.

      Their meal took place in a quiet huddle, as far away from the dead cats as they could get. They only spent a few minutes doing so, replenishing their strength before continuing. While they ate, Cade checked his XP progression and gasped. It hadn’t moved.

      “What is it?” Satemi asked, hand moving to her sword.

      “No. We’re not in danger, but the strangest thing. I received zero XP for those kills. What about you guys?” Cade asked, hoping his experience was somehow a fluke.

      The look on Minda’s and Satemi’s faces told him it wasn’t.

      Cade explained the lack of loot as well, and they discussed the implications of such an occurrence. Somehow, it seemed the abyss cats, these creepy fucking Kargina Loor, weren’t a part of this world’s system.

      “I’ve never heard of anything like this,” Minda said quietly. “It’s almost as if they aren’t from Antinium. Why else wouldn’t they register as XP?”

      Satemi shook her head, arms folded in concern. “I have no clue, but we better get moving before another pack comes along.”

      Cade agreed, thinking it was a smart move. There was perhaps another hour or so until the sun fell, another half hour of dusk afterward. They all agreed that getting as far away from Tanrial as possible was best. So they once more began their journey toward the refuge they all hoped would prove safe enough.

      Minda took the lead, and limping slightly, Cade followed behind, his mind churning over the implications of otherworld beasts showing up to attack them. If Vormer is behind this then I’d like to know how the fuck he managed to summon these beasts and how many more we can expect. If the douchebag could do so at will, what was stopping him from bringing more? Next time, gods forbid there be a next time, the three of them might not be strong enough to resist.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            17

          

          

      

    

    








            Moves Like Jaguar

          

        

      

    

    
      The slope of the hill they were climbing soon broke into a level expanse, and Cade realized they were on a high bluff, the dense thickness of the jungle temporarily abated. The trees were less crowded, and fewer of the ferns and vines choked their path.

      Trusting their fearless guide, Cade and Satemi loped behind, all three moving at a swift jog. In the short time they traveled before the light of day disappeared entirely, the group managed to cover at least a few more miles. The bluff gave way to gentle hills that rose and fell predictably, and Cade wondered what this land would look like from above. Scanning the mountains beyond, he could see that they would soon have that pleasure, though not until the following day.

      At last, Minda found a tree that grew low and sprawling. It looked like an oak if it had smoother skin. And its leaves too, differed, thankfully not covered in the tiny spines that oak leaves have. Instead, the tree’s foliage had wide, hand-sized leaves that had a smooth patch of velvet on one side. Ideal TP, Cade thought, and tore off a dozen to put in his storage.

      Minda, seeing his reaction, confirmed his suspicion. “Imenda told us about these. They are not so common, but whenever someone finds one, they gather as many leaves as possible. Everyone likes a clean asshole, Cade, so gather as much as you like. I certainly will.”

      The frankness with which she discussed the baser needs of having a body was refreshing. So many men and women were stuck up, embarrassed, or downright ashamed of their necessary functions. A few years in the service will fix all of that up nicely. Did for me, Cade mused, remembering the morning battalion runs he would have to endure. A few hundred men all jogging in formation, same speed, same trail, and half of them hungover. The runs weren’t usually very fast or challenging, but after jogging in place for ninety minutes, bowels began to get snarky. The sight of men sprinting off into the woods to either side of the road, their platoon leaders shaking their heads but pinching their own shits off in dismay, was common enough.

      Minda fell at once to assembling a temporary shelter for the night. The bottom of the trees boughs were about four feet off the ground, and its canopy was so thick they could probably hold off a rain storm. Minda still draped a skin over the ground, however, to keep off insects or anything that might fall out of the tree no doubt. Cade appreciated how thorough she was, and he watched for a few moments as the woman worked. Her firm thighs and perky ass squirming around as she went through the motions made him smile.

      “You could stare at Minda and daydream about how tight her pussy no doubt was, or you could be useful. A leader might choose the latter,” Satemi said before walking into the woods nearby. Her tone wasn’t spiteful, but the mild rebuke was well received. They didn’t have time for playing grab ass, as much as he wanted to.

      So while Minda worked, Cade busied himself by preparing some sort of a dinner. He brought out some Cobalt Plantains, the last of his stock but for one left. He hoped Minda could use her magic to grow them a tree when they got to their new home. Setting the fruit in a pile next to a waterskin, Cade looked around, scanning the plants nearby to see if there was anything else to eat. He didn’t find a thing, but saw a few tracks nearby that concerned him.

      Hoof marks, splayed and deeply imprinted, the tracks were of a plant-eating animal most likely. He thought they might be the tracks of a pig or goat. What concerned him was their size. The beast who made them must have weighed at least four or five hundred pounds, perhaps more.

      He walked back to report his finding and found the shelter finished and the two girls seated where he’d left the food. Satemi had found a few handfuls of Chishki Seeds, a tough-skinned food that tasted like walnuts when you managed to tear the husk away. It wasn’t a big last meal to the day, but they had filled up on meat after their last fight. Eating anything but fruit near where they planned to camp was foolish though. They ate, relishing the food as much as the silence.

      Up here on the bluff, the sound of the jungle was muted, not so pervasive. It was a nice change to say the least.

      Though neither Minda nor Cade expected a retelling of what had unfolded the day before, especially so soon, Satemi must have had a need to do so. She cleared her throat and answered many of their unspoken questions. “We were preparing for your return, and to leave the next day. Most of the villagers were making new cordage, something that takes time but little effort, and the day was made more pleasant by a few drinks. Crian sang a few songs as well, and Imenda laughed. I could see she was pleased that so many of those who fled were still alive, still willing to follow her and find a new place to live farther away from the city.”

      She took another drink of water for the skin and handed it to Cade. The purple hues of dusk fell around them as Satemi spoke, her mask emotionless and stolid, making the telling all the more chilling. “I offered to stand guard, feeling someone ought to. I also wanted to be the first to greet you both. So I went on a short patrol through the forest around the village. I wasn’t more than a hundred feet away when I heard the first cries. I don’t know whose voice it was, but I knew at once something was very wrong.

      “I sprinted back, swords in hand, and found the village writhing with those nightmare beasts. Half the villagers were already dead, the rest had found weapons and were fighting tooth and nail. I burst into their midst, killing several quickly. They hadn’t been expecting a counter attack, and my blades cut them down. But by the time I’d made it to Imenda’s side, every villager had been stung or slashed open. Imenda fought with her mask on, a simple dagger in her hand. The mask can do more than link minds. It can force almost any foe to back down, to become so filled with fear and hopelessness, that the battle will be won before it truly starts.”

      Her voice cut off, hands quivering in her lap. Cade wanted to reach out and hold her, but now was not the time. Instead, he waited patiently, thinking to himself, that must be why Vormer wanted the villagers so badly. That mask could do him more service than any number of his faceless guards.

      At last, Satemi found the courage to continue. “It had no effect on the beasts. None. It was as if the mask had no power. And though I killed the last of the beasts, coming through the battle completely unharmed, Imenda was laid open by one of the cats. She died in my arms shortly after. And as sweet and wise as she always was, she told me only to carry the mask, protect all who survive, and to forgive myself. I will do at least two of those things, but the third is more than I can manage, I think.”

      Minda did what Cade felt forbidden to do. She charged into the taller woman’s arms, crushing her in a fierce hug. Cade could see that Satemi had the urge to push her away, but Minda so undeniably assaulted her with affection, she eventually gave in, returning the embrace. Their shoulders shuddered rhythmically, silently weeping for those who’d given their lives to further and improve their own.

      Cade found his own eyes watering again. Though he hadn’t known them, it was what they represented that struck him. Hearing stories of the soldiers who had the misfortune of fighting in Vietnam, of being forced to kill a village of innocents for the sake of a few hidden VC would be enough to destroy any man’s heart.

      Yet even in the more mild Iraq war, abusing small folk was an everyday occurrence. He couldn’t count how many dressers he’d tipped over and shattered to bits, taking the few belongings left to a family and destroying them heedlessly. It was shameful to think back upon, shameful that he’d been one of the invaders like the axemen in Satemi’s memory.

      A few moments passed then Satemi pushed Minda away, nodding to herself. “It is time we sleep then. It is time.”

      Cade disposed of the seed husks and fruit peel a few hundred feet away, and crawled into the low tent with the women.

      The orientation and negotiation involved in arranging three adults in a single tiny tent was enough to make them cease their efforts and fall into a hushed laughter. Something about the falling dark made any sort of raucous expression feel too bold for comfort.

      Minda took the situation in hand. “You are the biggest, Cade. Back against the tree. And no wiggling once you’re there. Then Satemi, smash that big, round ass of yours against Cade so I can curl out in both of your arms. Any arguments?”

      “None,” Cade said, moving over Satemi as she lay flat to give him space. He pressed against the tree trunk as he’d been told, and lifted his arm up to accommodate Satemi. The woman was nearly as tall as he was and her shoulders were lean and sculpted. Yet when she brushed against him, Cade could only focus on the soft curve of her ass brushing against his crotch.

      With a growl, Minda ordered them closer. “I’m almost about to fall out of the side of the tent. Get snug, you two!” she hissed. Cade helped pull Satemi closer, his hand touching the firm expanse of her stomach. The soft ripples of her abs fascinated him as she wormed into place, her butt grinding into him gently.

      Then Minda found her place, and they all settled down.

      Cade fought it, he truly did, but it wasn’t just the feel of the women so close, Satemi’s warmth suffusing him, the sleek arch of her hip. It was also the way they smelled.

      They’d been traveling for days, sweat and grime abounded, and Cade felt embarrassed about his own likely stench. But the women’s musk enticed him. It reminded him that he was but an animal, one with a body, one that sought the company of others for such moments like this.

      He pushed back into the tree, trying his best to avoid the inevitable, thought even of reaching down and diverting his manhood to avoid embarrassing himself or Satemi. Sensing his discomfort, the woman surprised him. She reached around between them, found the crease of his belt, and slipped her hand beneath his trousers.

      Her fingers were strong but smooth as they traced the length of his cock. He gasped, a shiver of arousal flushing through his body. Then she gripped him by the base of his dick, squeezing and holding it for a moment. He felt himself expand in her grip, throbbing while he tried to keep his breathing under control.

      And as quickly as she’d done so, Satemi removed her hand, shoved her soft ass against his cock, and laughed. It was a deep-throated and sultry sound that filled the tent. “You are right, Minda. Our Cade has a very nice cock. Perhaps… when we find our new home, and when it feels safe again, I will let you fuck me.”

      Minda giggled to herself, her purr growing louder, vibrating the skin above them. “I promise not to be jealous. But only under one condition.”

      Satemi remained silent, so at last, Cade asked, “What is that?”

      “I must be able to watch. And you must be strong enough to go again when you two are done.”

      Cade felt like his head might explode. Never in his life had he been so pained and so happy to have his cock teased. His hard-on didn’t go away, but at least the woman eventually stopped adjusting her position, each time sending a wave of sensation through his groin. First Minda’s breathing fell to the steady rhythm of sleep, and then Satemi.

      When Satemi at last grew still, and he felt her chest rise and fall, he realized how tense she’d been. So much pain still wreathed her, and in the half dark of the tent, Cade could see the outline of the mask she still wore. How long will it be until I can coax it off of her? he wondered.

      And while his own body finally relaxed, falling in sync with his two bed partners, he made a promise to himself that not only would he protect these women, but that he would do all in his power to ease their hearts.

      And he would start with Satemi.
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            Between a Rock and a Grove of Goddamn Trees

          

        

      

    

    
      When they woke, the bluff was covered in a thick layer of fog so thick you couldn’t see more than ten feet in any direction.

      “We have woken up inside a cloud!” Minda exclaimed, a smile and look of wonder on her face. “Last time I was here it was hotter than a Khabdul pit at the end of harvest.”

      “Yes, we all fucking know what a Khabdul pit is. Let’s get going, you two. No time to gawk. You gonna be able to find the way through all this?” Satemi asked, nudging Minda out of her reverie.

      “Of course. I too have a floating map in my head. We’ll be fine.”

      Skipping breakfast, the three set out, slow at first as the fog made the ground harder to see. But after an hour, the sun burned away most of it, leaving a thin haze all around. They didn’t know how long the fog would have lasted for the trail broke again soon after. Their path plunged down into moist jungle once more, leaving the bluff behind.

      They rested at the bank of a cool stream, marveling at a school of bright pink fish that swam in lazy circles. Satemi bragged that had she a fine spear, she could easily snap one out for their meal. Something buzzed in Cade’s mind and he asked the woman a question that should have occurred to him before now. “Why didn’t you choose a spear for your soul weapon? You were… are a master, no?”

      She shook her head, the heavy mask waving side to side. “I will never wield a spear again. I failed with it once. I do not wish to do so again.”

      Cade thought to insist that she would always fail, that she was human and they all would fail over and over again. But he let it drop. There was no convincing her of anything until her heart mended some. Instead, Cade summoned a few deer steaks they ate raw.

      As he watched Minda and Satemi tear a hunk of the meat free with their bared teeth, bright blood spilling from the corners of his eyes, he couldn’t help but be both impressed and a little turned on. Something mighty fine about a sexy carnivore. Fucking dig in, my bitches. Dig in. He kept his thoughts to himself though, and he recalled Ketzal, the demoness who had so much joy and humor inside yet no way to express it. She would have heard his thoughts and laughed at their frank honesty.

      A lump formed in his stomach, and he broached the subject with his companions. “Someone back at the city needs our help. When we attack and take down Vormer,” he said, looking at Satemi’s mask as she stared back at him, all ears now. “I want to save someone. Ketzal. I mentioned her before. She is a good—”

      “None who choose to live in the city are good!” Satemi exploded. She pointed a finger and the sharp inhale of her breath, preparing for a rant, was audible for all.

      Cade raised his hands up. “Woah! First off, let’s keep it quiet. Who knows what might already be stalking us. And second, what if she isn’t choosing anything. I spoke with her, saw her and the way Vormer treats the woman. I don’t think there is any free will at work in Tanrial. Even the guards… it’s as if they are inhuman.”

      Minda spoke next filling the silence that followed. “Guards gave me the creeps. I never saw one without a mask. Not once. And his Burning God nonsense. I don’t know what he means by it, but I’d prefer never to find out.”

      “I don’t think we’ll have that luxury,” Cade said, anxiety pooling in his belly. “But fuck it. We gotta keep moving. How far are we, Minda? The map shows we are close, but that could be a day or more in this forest.”

      “We should be there well before nightfall. Let’s just wash up and get moving,” the beastkin woman said, swishing her hands in the stream. As she did so, her eyes lit up in delight, then darted away into the woods. “I’ll be right back. I think I have a surprise!”

      In a few moments, she returned, whatever she’d ran after already stowed in her Inventory. When Cade gave her a quizzical look she just shook her head. “Nope. Like I said. It’s a surprise.”

      The trail wove deeper up the canyon, steep-sided bluffs to the north and south of them. The plants down here stretched at odd angles, greedy to reach whatever sunlight was given. With such extreme surroundings, this canyon must get less than six hours of direct sun, even with Antinium’s long days.

      New species of birds flew overhead, some like tiny sparks of color flitting about in bursts of motion, others hung in trees, massive and strange. One in particular gave Cade the absolute creeps. Its wings folded near its head like oversized shoulders and the thing’s beak curved up like a scimitar. It was a massive creature, the size of a small child. It stared at them as they passed below and Cade’s skin crawled.

      Thankfully, the demon vulture didn’t attack.

      In fact, it was odd that their group didn’t encounter more animals. The beasts of this jungle were most likely avoiding them though, Cade thought. Three large primates stomping around in the forest aren’t usually something to fuck with.

      As if in response to his thoughts, a patch of ferns shook and squeals filled the air, and a mess of movement erupted from the foliage. Minda extended her staff and pulled her dagger out. Satemi unleashed both of her swords, the metal ringing eerily in the still air. And Cade had his axe out in his hand, about to trigger Wyrm’s Wrath. The creatures didn’t seem to care or even notice.

      A trail of pigs, fat and hairy, trotted past them. Most were small, like the one Cade had fed not so long ago, with the same bright-red Mohawk-looking hair. At their back, two larger ones followed. They were massive, one almost as tall as Cade was at the shoulder, the other just a little shorter. That was when Cade noticed, the smaller of the two behemoths had three white stripes of fur over its forehead. No fucking way! Could that be the same pig? he wondered.

      And mysteries of mysteries, the thing ran up to him and squealed, waiting for him to respond as he’d done last time.

      The two women looked at him nervously. Minda poised to pounce on the thing in a moment. Before everything exploded into a mess of tusks and blades, Cade summoned five of the Scorching Sweet Potatoes and threw them before the pig. It devoured them in a flash, only one going to its larger companion. Then it dipped its head, scratching a deep furrow in the ground with one paw, and continued on its way.

      “What the fuck was that, Cade? Making friends with Brimstone Boars? Do you even know how big they get or what grows from their faces?”

      Cade watched the pack retreat, strutting as if they owned the entire forest. “I have no idea. I ran into that thing back near the village a few days ago. Gave it some sweet potatoes. I swear it’s already grown since then.”

      Minda laughed, but he saw concern in her eyes. “They get at least twice that size, and when they do, their horns develop. Not just the simple tusks of normal swine, but fucking devilish, maniacal horns, Cade. Just avoid them if you can, okay?”

      He reluctantly agreed, his brain trying to image how huge and ugly a pig twice the size of the one he’d just seen would be.

      Sheathing their weapons, the tension easing from the group, they continued on their way. Nothing else happened of note until they came across the yawning maw of a cave entrance. Vines hung down over the hole leading into the mountain. “Hey guys,” Cade said in a whisper. “Let’s not fucking go in there, okay?”

      Satemi agreed with a grunt, but Minda argued. “You’d be surprised the kinds of medicine and resources that can be found in caves. I spent a night in one just like it a few weeks back. The fungus that grew there was delicious!”

      “Fungus is not a food source. Only fools would eat mushrooms when meat is plentiful,” Satemi said in a scathing tone.

      Cade just laughed to himself. These two. He had a left-leaning hippy on one side and a high-winged carnivore on the other. They would have a lovely time pissing each other off on social media, and the utter lack of the technology and the politics that always went with it made Cade all the more grateful.

      He chimed in, finding a middle ground. “We will all eat mushrooms, and we’ll all eat meat. Now let’s keep moving, girls. I’d love to see our new home while it’s still daytime.”

      Slowly, the canyon floor began to slope ever upward. Hillocks formed, disrupting the easy travel, and giving them pause. Each was an ideal place for an ambush as the trail wove around or between the small hills. Staring back the way they came, Cade couldn’t help but to think it would also be an awesome place to fortify. Had they even a dozen fighters, the narrow canyon could be defended for hours against a much larger force.

      Finally, the path curved southward, a line of massive trees over a hundred feet tall spreading their boughs across the entire canyon. It was still afternoon, but below the deep shading it felt closer to nightfall.

      Minda stopped suddenly, and peered around them. Cade felt it then too, a tension in the air, as if an exposed wire lay hidden in the foliage. Only the sound of insects buzzing and his own breath disturbed the silence, and he knew something was off.

      Then a stinging pain lit up the back of his neck. He winced, hissing at the unexpected sensation. Minda turned to look at him, but yelped, jumping a few feet away in a single, surprised leap. Then of course, the group looked up. All around in the tree above, where there had only been bare branches and boughs, a troop of apes sat glaring. The beasts looked like over-sized fruits, boulder-shaped and too large to dismiss casually like the little monkeys Cade had seen so far in Antinium.

      Another flash of pain made him turn, this time lighting up the back of his leg. And as he did so, he saw a small, yellow seed pod roll away. “This is a good time to keep moving,” he whispered to Minda, and he saw her nod in his periphery. They began creeping away, moving up the trail as they had been, and more of the seed pods fell, some hitting so hard they drew blood.

      Minda shouted, fear flashing in her eyes and blood flowing down her brow. “Run!”

      They fell into a sprint, the missiles coming down like hail. The end of the strange grove was in sight, and they only needed to make it another hundred feet or so. But of course, as so many shit situations do, everything hit the metaphorical ceiling fan. Five heavy apes hit the ground before them like meteors, each much larger than Cade.

      “Fuck this! Kill those assholes!” Cade screamed, brandishing his axe. His first instinct was to use Wyrm’s Wrath, but though the seed pods were small, they were causing real damage. If it increased that effect, there was no telling how long he could survive the bombardment. So instead, he used his blast staff. Selecting Slug Shot, Cade blasted the biggest of the ugly fuckers in the chest, and it crumpled over, clutching its chest. One down, he thought, switching to the axe. But then, in a display of terrifying display of brute strength, the ape stood back up. All it had to show for the attack was a red mark on its chest. That thing is bulletproof? Just what we need.

      And as Cade studied the animal, he could see how. Its skin was thick and covered in what looked like stone plates. Though the rest of its body was a marbled grey and black, it had pigmentation near to a human’s on its chest, somewhere between pink and brown. Even there, though, thick bony plates protected it. Should have aimed for its fucking eyes, Cade noted, counting down the recharge in his head. For now, he’d need to use his hammer.

      Minda cast a root snare on one of the apes and Satemi went still, her swords still sheathed, her posture rigid and pained. “Hold! I have this. We cannot win this fight another way!” Satemi shouted in a voice of iron. Sure enough, six more thumps sounded, more apes falling around them.

      The seedpods ceased all of a sudden, and Cade watched as the lead ape, this group’s alpha perhaps, stalked forward, chest out and proud despite the nasty bruise Cade had given it. It approached Satemi who stood like a fortress, unyielding. Okay, so now we see if that fucker is tough enough to resist whatever attack that mask has? If this doesn’t work, we are gonna run faster than a backdoor man caught with his pants down.

      More apes fell from the tree, some larger than the alpha, but none with the same keen intelligence and ferocity in its eyes. They had over-hanging canines protruding over their bottom lips, and faintly glowing blue eyes. Cade inspected the alpha, wanting to at least be able to put a name to this impressive creature.
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      Well fuck, Level 9 is way too fucking high. Come on Satemi and her creepy mask! Cade cheered on his companion, holding his weapon closely.

      Satemi’s arms began to shake, as if some inner force were being exerted. All remained quiet though, and Minda and Cade could only wait and hope. She let out a gasp, bending over at the middle, and the alpha stood taller than ever. And then she broke. A piercing cry escaped her mouth, and she fell forward, hands catching her fall. Satemi panted, obviously in pain, and the apes loomed.

      This was all going wrong. Minda threw Cade a frightened look, expecting him to think of something. I’m not a genius, and I have no magic in this world, but there’s one thing I can count on, Cade thought, his countdown ended.

      Raising his weapon in one smooth motion, Cade put a Double Tap in the alpha’s face from ten feet away. The first bullet tore through its eye, the second cracking the top of its forehead, though Cade noted the round didn’t pierce the bone. The first wound was plenty though, and soundlessly, the great ape fell to the ground, defeated.

      The rest of the apes stood frozen. Their leader had been defeated in a mysterious way and too quick to account for. Cade had won, but it was clear they weren’t ready to back down. He needed to play this up then.

      Cade snapped his finger, gesturing for Minda to help Satemi walk. Then he stood as tall and imposing as he could. Choosing another large ape at random, Cade stalked forward, lifting his axe high in the air above him for all to see, and he filled his lungs. He roared, like a lion and a bear and an unhinged vet outside the VA hospital when his prescription won’t be filled. The poor ape blinked and took a step back. Cade shot forward and shoved it, pushing it back further. He flailed his arms to great effect and bellowed some more.

      After he’d done so a few more times, after his throat was raw and he was really starting to question his sanity, the apes broke apart, cleared the path and bounded away and up the nearest tree trunks. No shit! I just shouted down the bear! Or, the ape that is. But still, I am fucking Hercules!

      Minda showed as much surprise, but had Satemi up and limping forward. Soon, they were walking in the sun again, all bruised and bleeding, but otherwise unharmed. Only Satemi seemed troubled by the exchange.

      While they walked, Cade spoke to the woman. “Your risked much in challenging that monster. He was Level 9! Which makes me wonder. I still haven’t found out what level you are, Satemi? Surely, you must have been close to Level 9 yourself to risk it.”

      She chuckled grimly, and responded in a gravelly voice. “Not likely. I reached my sixth level shortly before you came to us.”

      “You’re a fucking badass, girl. I will cook you dinner for a week when we find our new home, I promise,” Cade finished, glancing at the masked woman who continued to walk despite her obvious exhaustion.

      “Not likely. Chances are, Cade, that you are a shitty cook.”

      They all laughed at that and marched onward, more closely bonded than ever.

      Thankfully, only another mile or so up the trail, the canyon opened up again and leveled out. A broad and scenic glade lay tucked against a solid cliff wall of black stone encircling it. It was a dead end but for a single meandering path that wound up and around the mountain leading to some distant plateau. Staring up at the cliff face that loomed ahead, Cade knew there was no scaling the thing. They’d need to be expert climbers to even try. He looked to Minda who only grinned and sped up.

      With only one other way in besides the path they trod, and that one seeming too constricted to allow easy approach, it felt as safe as anything had in this world.

      The beastkin woman laughed, exalting in some secret neither Satemi nor Cade knew about. “This is it! We’ve made it!” She ran ahead, Satemi well enough recovered to support herself. A flat-topped hill stood before them. Lush trees grew to either side. As Cade mounted the plateau, he saw what she did.

      The site was defensible. Their psychotic ape neighbors could even be a boon, a natural blockade to any who would dare come after them. Cade stared at the trees lining either side of the glade and saw fruit among them. Best of all, a small waterfall spilled down the face of the rock, feeding a stream that poured into a large pool. It trickled away, feeding the dense foliage they’d passed by when coming up the canyon. Cade hadn’t seen the stream as it quickly became overgrown with vines and ferns as it ran away from the glade.

      Minda was grinning, her teeth flashing in triumph ahead. “What do you think, Cade? Please, no jokes now. Just tell me. Will this do?”

      Cade looked over to Satemi, and her mask dipped in acknowledgement, the most she could give in her present state. He turned back to Minda, returning her smile and said, “Yes, dear. This does feel a lot like home.”
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      Cade woke with legs spread wide and the morning sun flitting across his face. He yawned, scratching his balls at length. Then he noticed that his inelegant actions were observed by two gorgeous women.

      He sat up, the furs falling away from him, and ignored their reproachful giggles. If they had balls they’d scratch them too, he grumbled in his head. But when he smelled charred meat, he decided to change his mood. Emerging from the tent, he saw too that he was the only one of his tiny village left naked.

      “It is good to know you sleep with a weapon nearby. Though I do not think that one sharp enough to kill with,” Satemi joked, nodding toward Cade’s half-hard dick.

      “Yeah, yeah. Lots of jokes today. You’re just lucky it isn’t in its full majesty. Some have gone blind staring at my dick’s unyielding glory.”

      Minda laughed, exchanging a glance with Satemi. “It’s a nice cock, Cade. But don’t think it’s the best one in the forest. You saw the size of that boar, didn’t you?”

      Finding his pants hung over a few bushes nearby, Cade dressed himself, muttering under his breath.

      When he was dressed and ready, he sat down and took the steak that was offered to him. He ate his fill again and then found some unfortunate tree to shit behind. The change in diet had made things interesting to say the least.

      Meeting the girls back at the campfire, he slapped his hands together and called for a powwow. “It is time we get to know each other better, and time to plan our next move in building our village. There are at least three categories we should discuss: defense, food, and any building or kind or improvement that could improve morale. Let’s start by sharing what our individual talents are as well as how our classes or skills might achieve our goals. What do you think?”

      Minda bounced on the balls of her feet, and Cade pictured her sitting behind a desk three times her size, raising her hand to be called on in some long-ago classroom. “Yes, Minda. Would you like to speak?”

      “Okay, so as you guys know, I am the best hunter, tracker, and pretty much only one of us who’s worth a damn in the forest,” she started, throwing an apologetic glance at her companions. “I have already started the construction of our permanent house. The plants will continue to grow a few feet a day, thickening at the base as they do so. I think in a week’s time it will be mostly finished. Until then, the tent worked well enough. Just need to hope there’s no intense rain any time soon and we’ll be fine.”

      Cade thought of that and made a note in his head. No, no use in that. Everything needs to be shared in the open. “That reminds me of one important task though it isn’t a very fancy one. We need to dig some irrigation channels so that the water here will be able to run off. Nothing would be worse than sleeping in a puddle.”

      Minda nodded, approving of the pragmatic suggestion. “And perhaps you can make the irrigation feed the garden I will be making. That brings me to my talents. As part of my race, the Crioshi, or beastkin as so many call me, I have heightened senses especially regarding hearing and smell. Not only can I say that Cade shit a bit too close to camp this morning, but I can also find several species of edible flowers, fruit, seeds, and fungus. While you two do something grand, I would like to have free rein to track down what I need to build a garden.”

      “Well that takes care of food. With the addition of all the deer meat, we won’t have any issues feeding ourselves for months to come,” Satemi noted, folding her arms in thought. “That leaves defenses to you and I, hero boy. We can put off anything extra until we have a foundation set up. In regards to skills and talents, I chose to have a dual Occupation specialty. I assume you did too, am I right, Minda?”

      The beastkin smiled, answering, “Yep. The two I picked were called Herbalist and Primal Cultivator. Picking two removes some of the perks, but mine overlap nicely. What are yours, Satemi?”

      Cade scrunched up his face, confused and a bit alarmed. The tall woman answered nonchalantly. “Leather Worker and Archaic Builder. The first is straightforward. I have skills that allow me to refine hides into leather and then shape them into clothing, armor and other resources. The second is an odd skill that Pablo warned me against at first. It is very basic knowledge that, when applied to structures present in the city of Tanrial, is laughable. But in the jungle, it stands out. I know how to make a few basic structures and have some ideas already regarding defenses.”

      It was obvious that Minda was impressed with the woman’s capabilities. Cade was too, with both of them, and before he could ask the obvious question, Minda asked him, “What is your chosen Occupation, Cade? Or did you choose a dual profession like us?”

      He stared at the ground awhile, shaking his head. “Pablo is gonna kill me. I haven’t asked him anything in too long it seems, but we were busy trying not to die. I think I should summon him as soon as we finish our talk.”

      Satemi cleared her throat, prodding the reluctant man. “You did choose an Occupation, right, Cade?”

      The grin he gave her was both conciliatory and pleading. “Like I said, I’ll just summon Pablo and get right on that when we’re done.”

      Minda’s laughter broke the tension, and she added something positive as always. “This is a good thing. We just need to think of what we lack, and you can choose that profession. You could choose something to do with medicine or alchemy, maybe even blacksmithing, though that does seem less useful right now. Just talk it over with Pablo. His analytical skills far surpass ours. Demons are geniuses.”

      Thinking of demons made Cade think of Ketzal again. What Occupation does she have? And how can we rescue her before Vormer destroys her soul?

      Though Cade had begun their meeting with confidence and a clear direction in mind, it was the girls who ended it. Minda walked over and pinched his butt, saying aloud for Satemi to hear as well, “I’ll be over in the grove of trees. Cade, if you can dig a few furrows for me over there where the sun is so strong, I’d appreciate it. Let’s say, ten feet long and at least five rows for now. Nothing crazy, but six inches deep for now. And like I said, make sure you link those to the irrigation you plan on digging. Love you guys! Have fun! Meet you all for lunch in a few hours!”

      Cade laughed, the brazen nature the woman possessed was enough to charm anyone in their right mind.

      Then Satemi came up, grabbed him by the shoulder, and announced, “I’ll need your axe for a short time. An hour should do to start. I’d like to show you what I have in mind for the defenses rather than discuss them. I’ll meet you back here when I’m done. And Cade, speak with Pablo immediately.”

      With implicit trust and a lingering sense of doom, Cade unlatched his axe and handed it to Satemi. She took the hated weapon into her hands and weighed it a moment. After deciding it wasn’t a bag of feral dicks out to kill her, she walked away toward a stand of trees.

      Cade examined her ass as she did so, enjoying a few moments of peace before he summoned the demon he hadn’t meant to avoid. If Minda’s ass was a peach, firm and sweet, then Satemi’s was a pear. Her long waist and wide hips flared out to give way to an elegant set of ass cheeks, the bottoms of which were plainly visible as she strutted away. Presumably, they had all had pants, but over time and wear, all that remained were ratty baby shorts that looked ready to fall apart at any time. He wasn’t about to complain, rather, he stared at the dark crease visible only in flashes as she walked. It would be nice for them to feel clothed, however, when working or fighting. It was hard to feel secure without something to cover your ass with.

      Finding a suitable place to sit down in the sunlit grass, Cade summoned the demon helper. “Pablo, can you please come help me.”

      Pablo materialized at once, not at all upset or delayed by Cade’s dull and dreary summons. In fact, the purple dragon was smiling when he appeared, which gave Cade pause. “Well done, Caderick! I am quite surprised with your progress!”

      “You are?”

      “Of course! I had very nearly bet against you during those last few engagements. Not only have you bonded, quite thoroughly I should add, with two powerful allies here in Antinium, but you’ve killed a great many beasts and reached Level 3! The fact that Satemi and Minda chose to bond with you despite your lack of experience or proficiency is beyond my calculations. Probably just chalk it up to Charisma stats, I suppose.”

      The melding of compliment and insult was so mixed up Cade took a few seconds to scowl at the beast that flew before him. None of it really mattered though, so he pressed on. “I suppose you think I’m an idiot for not asking about Occupations too?”

      The dragon landed on the ground before him and roasted a piece of grass with a tiny gout of infernal flame. Then, shaking his head, Pablo continued. “Not at all. I would have told you of the Occupation the last time we spoke, but you have not had the luxury of time or safety to begin such endeavors. I am simply pleased you are alive to do so now. Have you given much thought to the Occupation you wish to pursue?”

      “Not really. Just found out. But the girls said I could choose a dual profession. Why would everyone choose two?”

      “Like combining two weapons together, choosing two professions results in a penalty. In the case of Occupations, the penalty results in a 25% reduction in skill increase. Add that to the fact that you’ll be spreading your efforts across two sets of skills, and the dual profession option shows its limitations. However, given the size, or lack thereof, concerning your current village population, having more professions available seems the better option.”

      Cade nodded, having had the same suspicion himself. Why else would both Minda and Satemi choose dual if it wasn’t a good choice?

      “Okay, I’m going with dual then. But what Occupations do you think would be best? Is there some massive list for me to check out?”

      “Pretty much. There are six thousand four hundred and nineteen professions currently available on Antinium, and when considering the effects of combining two skills with the dual options, many more. I can make that simpler, however. Most of the professions deal with the advanced machinery and technology found in Tanrial. As you do not have access to the city, they seem pointless.”

      “What if we take the city later?” Cade asked, hoping beyond hope it was a possibility.

      “If you do, your Occupation can always be changed. It would result in a complete loss of skill progression, but it is not like your Class. You can change any time you wish.”

      That made Cade feel a lot better. Decisions, important ones at least, made him dizzy with anxiety. This was an important one, he could tell. At least he had the bat-winged demon to help. “Yes, please, cut down the list of all professions that are not possible to practice as well as those that are improbable. You can see our surroundings, so use your analytical skills to cut down the options.”

      “Of course, Caderick. Here is a modified list of eighty-seven options that would benefit your fledgling village immediately,” Pablo said, and a list populated before Cade’s eyes. He flicked down the list.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Forager

        Seeker

        Woodsman

        Lumberjack

        Hunter

        Trapper

        Tamer

        Falconer
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        * * *

      

      The list appeared to be organized by type of profession. All the ones at the top were closely linked to the forest. Minda pretty much owned that domain, and though it would be awesome to tame a bunch of animals—talk about a frightening ally—none of these felt like the right choice.

      He flicked further down the list and the Occupations changed again.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Miner

        Blacksmith

        Jeweler

        Harrier

        Mineralist

        Armorer

        Weaponsmith

        Tinkerer
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        * * *

      

      This list was more practical in a sense, or at least at first glance. How awesome would it be to make a set of plate armor, or craft gadgets to help them on their quest to overthrown Tanrial. Cade Inspected two of the Occupations of the list, closely related and most likely a good pair to choose at present.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Miner

      

        

      
        Base Occupation

      

        

      
        Delving into the deeps of Antinium, the Miner is capable of identifying ore, gemstones, and fuel such as peat coal or crude oil. A valuable Occupation for any community, the Miner allows Advanced Occupations such as Blacksmith and its accompanying Occupations to thrive. As a Base Occupation, the Miner offers rapid skill increases.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Blacksmith

      

        

      
        Advanced Occupation

      

        

      
        Taking advantage of the fruits of the Miner Profession, the Blacksmith is capable of both smelting ore and crafting tools, weapons, and armor. All items created with the Blacksmith skill are basic unless a dual profession is chosen in an accompanying Occupation like Armorer, Jeweler, or Weaponsmith. As an Advanced Occupation, Blacksmith skill increases are challenging and consume more time and resources.
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        * * *

      

      Cade’s thoughts drifted to the cave, the buried riches he could find there hidden in the dark. The Miner Occupation was a strong candidate, but as he’d also have to be the town’s smith, he paused to consider. I don’t know shit about blacksmithing, but I know you can’t forge with ore alone. I’d need a way to smelt the ore, tools to craft anything of note with.

      All of the necessary steps to get to the point where Cade could provide anything helpful to the village besides iron nails was adding up. Also, if Satemi could make leather armor, and knowing some of the crazy beasts of this world, he thought he’d keep looking around.

      He scrolled until the list changed once more, this time highlighting Occupations that all related to herb lore, chemistry, or biology.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Field Botanist

        Comparative Biologist

        Herbalist

        Apothecary

        Arcane Botanist

        Alchemical Engineer

        Fungus Farmer

        Entomologist
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        * * *

      

      It was a good thing to have Minda’s skill closely related, but there was no need to have another food growth Occupation in the village. But Apothecary was interesting. Cade knew it must have something to do with healing but other than that, it was a blank. Also, the Alchemical Engineer sounded awesome. He took a look at both.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Apothecary

      

        

      
        Base Occupation

      

        

      
        Utilizing essential ingredients found in raw states in the wild or extracted from plants, fungi, and other natural resources, the Apothecary can both produce reagents for more advanced Occupations as well as basic medicines. Every settlement relies heavily on its Apothecary to ward off disease and cure chronic or acute conditions. As a Base Occupation, the Apothecary offers rapid skill increases.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Alchemical Engineer

      

        

      
        Advanced Occupation

      

        

      
        The mad scientist of Antinium, this Occupation allows for the creation of advanced reagents such as explosives, adhesives, pyrokinetic substances, and medicines. Without the support of several other base Occupations, the Alchemical Engineer would be inefficient at best. Well supported, however, and this Occupation has limitless possibilities. As an Advanced Occupation, the Alchemical Engineer skill increases are challenging and consume more time and resources.
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        * * *

      

      “Holy hand jobs! Explosives? Yessir!” Cade said, dismissing the information from his view. “Pablo, tell me more about Apothecary and Alchemical Engineer. Why am I getting a stiffy thinking about this combination?”

      Pablo extended his wings, soaking in the sunlight and extending his neck to full length. If photography were employed in all its exaggerating glory, he might look an immense and powerful creature. As it was, the demon looked like a cat that had an exquisite draconian makeover.

      “They are good choices if that is the route you want to go. Apothecary is closely linked to Herbalist. The Herbalist specializes in growing and collecting materials that are rich in reagent substances. The Apothecary specializes in extracting and making use of those reagents. The Apothecary is a Base Occupation, however, so more advanced concoctions like potions, droughts, elixirs and such are not possible. Yet, even at low levels, the knowledge to make basic salves and poultices makes the Apothecary an ideal healing class for beginners. Likewise, the class has a set of base skills that allow the Apothecary to break down herbs and other resources for their essential components.”

      Cade’s mind spun with potential uses. The need for a healer in their village was obvious, but what could he use those “essential components” for? “What of the Alchemical Engineer? Making bombs is one thing, but will I be able to make anything cool and deadly with the reagents I can produce as an Apothecary?”

      “You would be surprised with how effective you can be with simple recipes and ingredients. So yes, Cade, you can. Though to make more advanced concoctions, it will take considerable time to level up those skills.”

      Considering that Cade could change his Occupations at any time, it seemed like little more was at risk than time itself, a precious commodity no doubt, but the only one he had to spend. “Alright, then I choose Alchemical Engineer and Apothecary as a dual profession choice. Finalize that bitch.”

      “Excellent. Now that you have your Occupations, you can take a look at the skill choices available to you at this moment. Eventually, your skills will branch off, but for now, it is a linear progression.”

      Cade looked at the Apothecary skills first.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Apothecary Occupation Menu

      

        

      
        Essential Skill 1: Grind (Requires Crude Mortar and Pestle)

        Effects of Resulting Powder or Paste Dependent Upon Ingredients

      

        

      
        Essential Skill 2: Steep (Requires Crude Container and Water)

        Effects of Resulting Tincture Dependent Upon Ingredients

      

        

      
        Essential Skill 3: Distill (Requires Advanced Container, Water, and Heat Source)

        Effects of Resulting Distillation Dependent Upon Ingredients
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        * * *

      

      “Hey this looks cool, Pablo, but how do I know what any given herb or ingredient requires? Do these skills give me knowledge automatically?”

      Pablo opened one of his eyes, betraying the fact that despite Cade’s need, he was very nearly asleep. “Speak with your Herbalist friend. Surely, she is good for more than a bed partner. The Apothecary can gain knowledge of Herbalism with experience, but must learn such information directly from said Herbalist. The benefit of having Apothecary and Alchemical Engineer is that once you have created reagents with your Apothecary skill, the information regarding each will be available to you to use as you need in the more Advanced Engineer Occupation. For now though, expect to rely on Minda to help you gather the ingredients you need.”

      Cade was ecstatic to begin his research. He was set on building something that went boom, or maybe Antinium’s version of napalm. Bringing up the menu for his Advanced Occupation, however, his resolve wavered.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Alchemical Engineer Occupation Menu

        Chemical Recipes Known: 1

      

        

      
        Staunching Poultice (Requirements: Powdered Scorching Sweet Potato, Tincture of Rinan Root)
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        * * *

      

      “Wait! What the fuck, Pablo? Why don’t I have more recipes? It says I can only make one thing!”

      “That is because you are a novice. Make enough of your first recipe and you’ll unlock more. This is the way all Occupations work. Get used to it.”

      When he opened his mouth to ask Pablo another question, however, he saw the demon dragon snoozing. “Do you need to be dismissed now, Pablo? I feel like I’m just interrupting your nap.”

      Pablo stretched his lengthy body further, relishing the moment. Then he answered in a languid tone, “Yes, that might be for the best. You have the basics at least. Go and play with your chemistry set, Cade. But be sure to call me again when you level up once more. We must discuss how you are going to specialize your Attributes. Farewell!”

      The demon gone, Cade shook off the daze of staring into space for too long. He looked around him, seeing the possibility behind every leaf and log. There was plenty of work to be done, for a certain, but with three able-bodied souls, each with viable Occupations and skills, it was quite possible.

      Satemi strolled up, an axe over her back. Cade noticed wood chips scattered over her body. The mask stared at him as blank and unreadable as ever. Gods, what am I going to have to do to get that bitch to take off the mask? he thought.

      The woman held up her hands dramatically, the axe rising above her head, then bowed. As she did so, a pile of logs fell to the ground between then, at least a couple trees’ worth. Somehow, he knew she was smiling. Satemi always seemed to enjoy his discomfort. And when he’d leapt away from the clatter of wood, he was sure he looked anything but comfortable.
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            The Alpha in Me Eats the Alpha in You

          

        

      

    

    
      Satemi held two of the logs together, angled points piercing the sky at either angle. “They would be joined here, a little more than halfway up. I do not know what they call them where you are from. We had a different word, but here, in my build options, this is called a Crude Palisade.”

      “Makes sense. We had those in my world too. So yes, palisades are cool. But where do you want to put them, and how can they help out defenses? The canyon leading up to the village seems too wide to block off entirely.”

      She nodded, her mask bobbing in the sunlight. “Yes, but we could still use it to choke off the way. A hundred feet or so that way the canyon narrows slightly. I thought we could use a palisade wall on either side to make sure we at least can face those abyss creatures from one direction. When they surrounded us, it got ugly quick. But we can do that in the coming days. It will take time. For today, I would settle to use this design to build a fence around our hut.”

      Cade agreed and though they worked close together, they split their efforts. While Satemi used Minda’s cordage to begin assembling the tall palisade around the hut, Cade hacked at the earth, scoring a small trench around the hut, then trailing off toward the area where Minda wanted her garden. It was quick work. The soil was a soft loam, and his axe cut through it like butter. But when he’d finished the initial trench, his back was sore and he took a quick water break before starting on making their fire pit more sustainable.

      This second was important. Satemi told him to dig it a couple feet deep, and when he was done, and she had exhausted her supply of logs, she helped him hoist stones from the creek.

      They surrounded the pit with a solid lip of rock, slapping clay between each so that rain would fill the pit. When Cade mentioned that rain would simply fall from above, Satemi winked at him. “Let’s go and get more logs now. I have just the thing for this.”

      It was a marvel how efficiently his axe cut through each tree. A few swings and one fell. Thankfully, there were a few hundred of them, so they wouldn’t need to leave the glade for some time in order to supply their construction needs. As per Satemi’s orders, they took turns hacking the logs down into eight-foot lengths, enough that they were still as tall as Cade when propped up at an angle. Three others they cut much taller, nearly twelve feet Cade would guess.

      Then it was back up the hill, the weight of their burden noticeable.

      Clattering the logs in a much larger pile than before, Satemi grinned. So the woman simply loves wood. Who can blame her? Cade thought, not daring to tease the warrior as she sifted through the logs. Finding the three tall ones they’d cut last, she handed two to Cade and then showed him how they would tie the three off above the fire, and create a fire shelter with criss-crossing branches woven together into a roof.

      “We can also hang cordage from the union where they meet and use it to hang a cooking pot should we ever find or fashion one.”

      The woman was smart, or at least her skills were, so over another hour, Cade and Satemi made the fire shelter, propping it in place, and stacking the fire pit full of dried wood they’d found in the copse of trees. They would be ready for tonight, even if it rained.

      Glancing over at their main shelter, Cade noticed that the trees Minda blessed were continuing to grow at a rapid rate. The trunks were still wide enough apart you could put your hand through the wall, but already the tops of the trees had joined together, twisting around and forming a strong frame. Soon, when they’d grown together completely, it would no longer need skins stretched over the top to keep out the weather.

      As last, it was time to finish the palisade Satemi had begun building. With both of them working, the fence went up quickly. She was masterful with knots, and each addition to the fence fell into place in short order. They’d finished the fence, brought it around to pinch off the entrance that faced the fire. As they worked, Satemi explained her desire to keep a guard up at all times, and that now the guard could have the luxury and company of the fire to watch by.

      Cade wasn’t about to argue. In fact, had they not been so exhausted, and so fucking naked, he would have insisted they did so the night before. But they’d defeated the first wave of abyssal beasts, and if there were going to be more, they should be ready.

      The two were enjoying a meal when Minda came back, her hands stained green from the herbs she’d been picking. “Hey guys! This looks great. I have a ton of herbs and things to start my garden with, so that’s good.” She took a piece of dried meat in her hands prepared the night before and continued. “Oh, and Cade. What Occupations did you choose?”

      Cade explained his choices and how he’d come to his decisions. Both women were pleased by his Occupations, Minda especially, as it meant he would benefit so directly from her Herbalism.

      She shared with him the wealth of herbs and ingredients she had gathered, and though some were scarce, Minda could grow a great many of them in her garden to build up a reliable store.

      When they finished their meal, the three took a brief dip in the pool, washing off the toil of the day and enjoying each other’s company and the coolness of the water. It was nice to see their bodies once more, exposed to the full might of the sun for the first time. He marveled at Satemi’s taut belly and strong arms, her skin the deep bronze that so many beachgoers sought without ever having a chance of achieving such a delightful tone. As she turned, her skin shimmered slightly. A breeze passed over her and a riot of goosebumps rose over her back and arms.

      Minda was white all over and stayed white. The sun didn’t bother her fair skin as her fur seemed to refract the sunlight, diminishing its strength. She looked just as natural as her taller companion under the intensity of the jungle sun.

      Like two scoops of the world’s best ice cream, he thought. And I don’t want to share with anyone.

      It was a hotter day than they’d experienced so far, and for the first time, Cade felt the negative effects of his Lycan Metabolism. He burned hot, so it didn’t take long for his head to begin to swim and his body to feel lethargic. The pool restored his strength, however, and he was ever grateful for the watering hole so nearby.

      When they were restored, the three compared their Inventories, and decided on the next phase of their labor. Cade and Minda still had enough hides to build a circus tent with, and since their shelter would suffice as it was, Satemi fell to curing enough of the material into leather that she could make them each a set of armor.

      Leaving her behind, Cade helped Minda dig her furrows, and plant the beginnings of her garden.

      It was a long day of work, and when they were done, all three were exhausted. They ate a feast of venison and fruit and fell asleep early that night, their plans for the following day big enough to warrant an early start. Cade took the first watch, and listened to the whispering breath of his women behind him.

      Cade worked on grinding down several of the herbs Minda had brought him, making either pastes or powders depending on the composition of the item at hand. Of the thirteen viable ingredients Minda had gathered in a single afternoon, she hadn’t happened upon any Rinan Root, so Cade couldn’t level up his Alchemical Engineer Occupation at all.

      Satemi’s work with leather would be long and hard, and neither of the other two could help. So they’d decided, when the sun rose, Minda and Cade would find a way to slink around the apes, and return to the cave. The Rinan Root she was familiar with, and it only ever grew underground.

      Satemi fidgeted nervously the next morning, barely touching her food. “You both had better come back. And are you sure we shouldn’t all go? If we do, I can be there in case you happen upon anything dangerous. And those apes!” she finally blurted out, her arms waving in exasperation.

      Her fear was touching, for it showed a deep level of care. Minda crossed over to her and embraced the woman. “Everything will be fine. Besides, we have the Licorice Leaf. It should conceal our movements well enough.”

      The only reason Satemi had agreed in the first place was because Minda found the herb the day before, enough to replant and use liberally on their trip. The Licorice Leaf had a pungent and almost pleasant smell, so strong it acted to both cover their tracks and prevent creatures from locating them by smell. All they had to do was remain out of direct line of sight. Besides, Satemi’s work was sorely needed, and it couldn’t be done if she was on a jaunt with Cade and Minda.

      As Satemi finally gave in, the last of her resistance falling away to logic, she held up her hands in defeat, announcing, “Fine! Okay, I concede, but there is something else. I have finished with something and I want to make sure you are as well protected as possible.”

      She produced a pair of twice-thick leather bracers from Cade, and when they slid around his forearms, he was grateful for the extra protection. Next she took out a leather skirt made of overlapping strips and handed it to Minda. “This will protect your hips and legs. I wanted to make fine vests, but those will take longer. For now, you at least have these to assist you.”

      When they tried them on, Satemi beamed, pleased to have been helpful, even if she couldn’t go with them.

      “Thank you, Satemi. Your work is exquisite,” Cade said, admiring the faint sheen of his leather bracers. He felt like a badass with them on, like a beer-guzzling bro at a Ren Faire, but one with an axe and two fine-ass girlfriends.

      Minda likewise thanked her, and Satemi reacted with solemn modesty. She’s a funny girl, that one. Hard as steel but soft inside, Cade contemplated and inspected his new armor while the girls made a few more pleasant exchanges.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Simple Leather Bracers

      

        

      
        Quality: Rough

      

        

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

      

      Well, any improvement was welcome. It would be great to have the same protection over the rest of his body though. Perhaps tomorrow he could say as much.

      So they ground the leaves into their bodies, a dark-green stain coming off. At first, the smell was so strong it made Cade’s eyes water. But he grew used to it after a short while, and they left while the sun was still rising, the canyon walls preventing most of the light. They walked silently in the deep blue haze of early morning.

      The first test of their new aromatic camouflage were the apes. The sprawling trees came in sight far too quickly for Cade’s taste, and they buried themselves in the deeper foliage at the far side of the canyon wall. Thankfully, an abundance of low-light plants grew where the trailing branches of the trees dwindled. Too thin to support the heavy apes, their position remained hidden from view, though as Cade glanced out from between a pair of ferns, he spotted a single, massive ape, its head swiveling in an attempt to detect them.

      Cade pointed, showing Minda their danger, and she only nodded. The apes knew they were there, could probably hear them easily enough, but they were out of sight and their smells covered up. Not knowing exactly what they were was most likely what caused their hesitation in exploring the matter further.

      Unfortunately for them, the apes’ curiosity won out over caution.

      A few of the seed pods they’d been pelted with before fell first. The apes were probing around, hoping to flush whatever was lurking in their midst out of the bushes.

      Of course, neither Cade nor Minda moved an inch. The desire to flee, to sprint away through the brush was overwhelming, but they’d been here before. Cade just hoped the apes would grow bored enough to call off their search.

      A few thunks nearby proved his desires foolish. The beasts were going to inspect first hand. Cade removed his axe and Minda extended her staff. If it came to a fight, they could at least kill a few of the beasts and run. Again, the apes proved implacable. Five more fell to the ground like boulders, and their slow and methodical search interrupted the bushes before them. It would only be moments before they were found out.

      Cade tensed, sharing a look with Minda. They could at least attack savagely then try to run.

      But a new sound caught Cade’s attention, and he turned his head. It came from the canyon beyond, away from camp. Then he spotted movement. At first it was only a thrashing of the canopies of a few trees. The pattern rolled toward them, and as the beast broke out into the open, for just an instant, he spotted Kotani Ma charging.

      As it disappeared into the foliage again, Cade saw his own fear reflected in Minda’s eyes. For some reason, the most deadly monster in this whole jungle was heading their way.

      The apes noticed too, and a racket rose from their ranks. A few grabbed large stones and puffed themselves up, screeching in defiance. It did nothing to slow the progress of the mighty beast.

      As Cade and Minda cowered in the scant bushes just fifty feet away from the group of apes, the Kotani Ma arrived in all its power and majesty. The apes threw their stones, and a shower of seed pods fell, annoying the greater ape. In the light of day, Cade could see how the beast was not only terrifying, but in a way, beautiful.

      On its head, it wore a crown of twisted horns, each strong enough to skewer a man. Its form was less like a chimp’s and closer to a gorilla’s.

      The smaller primates pelted their better with missiles of every kind, a few even charging it with crude spears. So they are intelligent. Enough to know the value of a sharp stick at least, Cade thought and cringed as the Kotani Ma struck back. It broke the form of a large ape, its fist smashing it to the side. The poor beast tumbled away in a lifeless heap.

      Twice more, the monster slashed out, this time using its claws. They were so long and sharp that the force of his strike cut the smaller apes in half. That the apes were easily as large and more resilient to piercing or slashing damage than he was told Cade exactly how devastating the attacks were.

      Finally, the new Earthen Ape Alpha, a bold beast half again the size of its fellows, fell from the tree and charged. It slammed its crude spear into the Kotani Ma’s chest, the tip scraping into the beast’s flesh.

      The huge primate pressed against the attack, stepping toward it and shattering the stick. And before the alpha could retreat, the Kotani Ma reached out and grabbed it in its huge paw. Then as Cade and Minda quaked with fear, and the apes in the trees above went silent, the frantic cacophony ceasing all at once in an eerie silence, the Kotani Ma ate its foe. The act was slow and deliberate. In no more than three bites, the beast consumed its rival, its huge fangs covered in the crimson of the ape’s blood.

      Then it bellowed its rage, screamed so loud the bushes around it shook and Cade and Minda dropped their weapons to hold their ears against the onslaught.

      The apes found higher branches and stared at the winner of the fight, subdued in every way.

      Once more, the Kotani Ma roared, and typical of its form, pounded its chest. In a fluttering burst of power, it thumped its chest like a thousand-pound drum, then strolled away. It retrieved the fallen body of one of the dead Earthen Apes and flung it against the canyon wall. The body struck high off the ground, smearing the stones crimson.

      Having made its point, the Kotani Ma trotted away on all fours, its huge body rumbling along with increasing speed.

      Minda tugged Cade’s arm and they rushed ahead, using the racket the great beast was making to cover their tracks.

      When they passed far enough away, Cade sighed. “Fuck, that was awful. I don’t like those shitty apes at all, but that big bastard sure ruined their day.”

      “It was fortunate they were there to dull the brunt of the Kotani Ma’s rage. There is nothing more fierce in this jungle.”

      Looking back, Cade gestured at the apes sitting dourly in their trees. “And who knows if it’s possible, but we need to try to do something about those fucking apes. We can’t always sneak in and out each time we come and go. That was a close call. I wonder if there is a way to appease them somehow. Maybe even trade for peace.”

      Minda looked at him like he was daft, but the idea didn’t sound entirely insane. Risky, sure, but when he thought of the intelligence he’d seen in the eyes of the alpha, he knew they were more than the simple beasts he was used to on Earth.

      The valley opened up as they progressed, the sun penetrating more deeply, and the heavy tension of the apes dissipating. Minda moved as silent as a panther, and Cade tried, as always, to mimic her movements. Their view improved, the morning mist and obstructing plants clearing before them. And they spotted the black maw of the cave perhaps a mile ahead.

      Minda took extra caution, more than they had previously, and rather than amble down the game trail that ran up the center of the canyon, she kept to the brush. Cade wanted to complain. They were almost there, after all, but he trusted the woman. She would do her best in all situations. He knew this about her. The bitch lived by the scout’s honor.

      To either side, the steep walls of the canyon broke away, and Cade could see the hills rolling up toward the bluff they’d come down. The Kotani Ma was barreling up the hill, disturbing every bush and tree in his path. What a fucking psycho! Reminds me of a school yard bully, but apparently one that eats the nerdy kids.

      Shrugging off the terror that still clung to him, Cade walked with Minda into the entrance of the cave, the dank smell filling his lungs. It was cool and quiet, and Cade somehow knew, something would go very wrong on this leg of their journey as well.
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            What Makes the Water Fall

          

        

      

    

    
      Though there was only a little over an hour of daylight remaining, the group set about the final few tasks required for making the night as pleasant as possible.

      Cade hacked out a crude fire pit, little more than a shallow depression in the ground around which he threw a few stones. It was fortunate the soul weapons didn’t dull or chip, for the axe would otherwise have suffered from the abuse. Then he used his axe to clear away the brush from the area they’d chosen to set up the village’s first structure.

      While he was doing so, bent over and hacking at the foliage with abandon, he marveled at Minda’s work. The beastkin woman had removed a dozen saplings from her Inventory, already dangling roots and ready to grow. Opening the earth with only her hands, she planted each of them in a wide ring. Then after watering each, she produced her staff and enchanted them.

      Immediately, the plant took root and grew skyward. They didn’t grow together in the tight spiral he’d seen in the other village. That would take time, Cade presumed. But they did shoot up to over six feet tall, sprouting tender branches as they did so. Even Satemi turned to take note of the miracle, ambient green energy suffusing the air around the growing plants.

      The surge of growth slowed, of course, and came to a standstill, and when they did, Minda produced cordage and bound the tops of each plant, then pulled them together, bowing them subtly. Cade could see that in time, they would continue to grow together, and Minda could simply manipulate their pattern.

      Finished clearing the area of any cover for insects or snakes, Cade removed the brush to a pile away from camp then returned to ask Minda about the shelter. “This won’t be done tonight, obviously,” he said, gesturing to the fledgling structure. “So what are our plans? Make another hide tent like you did in the grasslands?”

      Minda shook her head. “No, why don’t you two scout around a bit. I’ll be done in ten minutes. This is easy. Just trust me.”

      So Satemi and Cade walked the perimeter of their glade, noting the many boons their little society would have at its beck and call. The pool was deep enough to swim in, for one, but within swam a good many fish. It was only twenty feet wide, but ran with the course of the stream for almost a hundred feet. If they were careful not to tax the fish population, this could help feed their village, even as it grew. The only issue with that idea was how they could recover the people who came through the portal, assuming there would be any. If Vormer had his way, Cade doubted many could escape Tanrial and his faceless guards.

      Tucked against the cliff face, where presumably a great deal of rain washed down the mountainside, a lush grove of trees grew. Cade wanted to scout these to ensure that no predators were lurking unseen. A few small monkeys and the rustle of rodents was all they uncovered, but a variety of new fruit trees bloomed as well. Satemi pointed to one in particular, its fruit seeming ready to burst with ripeness.
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      Picking a dozen of them, they found the mango pods so ripe that if they were mishandled, the skin would split, leaking nectar over their hands. Licking it off told them exactly how delicious it would be.

      Patrolling the entrance to their glade gave the two pause. If the apes had found more courage within them, it would make the coming night entirely unpleasant. Thankfully, they saw no signs of pursuit, so Satemi and Cade returned to camp to inspect the results of their shelter.

      Minda was tugging a final hide in place, her face scrunched up in an adorable fit of thinking. “Looks great,” Cade praised as he took in their more than improved sleeping quarters. The still-growing plants, tied together toward a single point in the center of the circle, made for a perfect tent structure. Minda simply draped a few large hides over the top, tying them together with cordage. The result was a tent so tall you could walk inside.

      Within, Minda lavished the floor with an excess of furs, enough to keep ten people warm, let along the three of them. It was a comfort to see.

      Cade took a step forward, but Minda held up a hand. “We all smell like a boar’s ass. Let’s have more than a look at that waterfall. Might help with the morale as well.”

      The group made their way up to the fall, and Minda insisted that Satemi go first. Helping the tall warrior undress was an interesting task to see. Not only was it delightfully intimate, the two women working together in a cooperative silence, but the mask presented its own set of problems. Satemi refused to have it set aside, so she lifted it off her face a few inches, enough for Minda to remove her shirt.

      Then Cade watched as the elegant warrior bathed. The water careened off of the metal mask, sending spray in all directions. Her breasts were large, more so than her previously armored chest had hinted at. She washed her hair, lifting them high and proud, her nipples firm in the slight evening breeze.

      Between her legs, Cade noted the black curls that grew over her sex. He felt himself stiffen. There was no denying Satemi’s intense beauty. Her legs were long enough to subdue any man, and he couldn’t help but imagine seeing them slowly spread, revealing her bared sex.

      Satemi scrubbed her skin with a flat stone they’d found near the pool at the base of the waterfall, careful and methodical. And then she turned to them, her arms held out in question, “You two just gonna stare at me, or will you join?”

      Minda giggled and doffed her own clothing, running forward into the falling water. “Oh, gods, it’s warm, Cade.” Staring up, she pointed, “Our very own sun-warmed waterfall!” Then she too wound her lithe body under the water, her ass bouncing slightly as she ran in place, too excited for stillness. Minda wrapped her arms around Satemi’s body, hugging her fiercely. The taller woman reluctantly returned the hug, her breasts pressing into Minda’s cheek. It was a thing of tenderness and friendship, Cade knew, but the sight was arousing nonetheless. So as he entered the waterfall at last, he averted his manhood.

      Satemi whispered in Minda’s ear, then the two walked to the edge of the pool. Minda helped her clean her shirt and trousers, then Satemi left. Still nude, her tall form looked like an angel fallen from on high. The mask did little to diminish this impression. What luck? What stupid fucking luck I have, he thought as he watched Minda turn, her eyes sparking with glee, and return to him.

      She used the stone that Satemi had left, scraping off the filth on her arms and legs. Then she cleaned her sex, washing between her legs with deft hands, and again, back up and under her ass. Cade did the same, grinning at their shared intimacy. He’d been close enough to women to wash in front of them in this fashion, but it usually took months, sometimes years to open up.

      Minda passed him the stone then entered the harshest downpour of the falls, the water crashing into her white braids. He heard the muffled laugh that came from her throat. This woman is as fun as she is crazy. And he realized, his affections for her were stronger than mere lust. In just a few short days, she’d shown him a depth of character and quality of heart that were entirely admirable.

      At last, when he’d finished scraping his own body and the glade was growing dim with the beginning of nightfall, he felt Minda tug on his arm. He turned to see her staring up at him, her fur-covered face wet and tousled. “Tonight will be a challenge for us all, Cade. We will be washing and drying our clothes and armor. And that means we will be sleeping naked.” Cade felt his stomach drop and she bit her lip, enjoying his growing tension. “I understand. I want to fuck Satemi too, and you and I have only just started. But for now, because I know it may be hardest of all for you, I’d like to give you something special. Satemi needs more space, not to be tied in knots with the two of us.”

      She came closer, the heat of her body pressing against his. Her nipples brushed into his chest, firm and tensing at the contact. “Come, here’s a perfect place to sit,” she said, leading him to a wide, flat stone at the pool’s edge. He sat, grateful even the stone remained warm from the heat of the day.

      He was unsure of what she wanted of him. But as she’d done so often already, she gave Cade a push on his chest, urging him to sit back, to recline. Cade fell back to his elbows, his cock lifting up in the air between them. Okay, I think I know what we’re getting at here. Happy time for Cade then, he mused as he saw her fall to her knees between his legs.

      Like so many things Minda did, when she kissed his dick it was with abrupt confidence. He gasped as she took the tip of him in her mouth.

      Like her pussy had been, Minda’s mouth was hot, almost feverish in temperature. And when she ran the soft rasp of her tongue under the head of his cock, he was more aware than ever that she was a different species altogether. The idea did nothing to calm his arousal, however, and he pulsed in excitement.

      Her hands were small, making his every inch feel bolder. Her eyes locked on his, and he could see mirth, humor, and a deep lust at play there. He simply could not get enough of this girl. Cade reached out and cupped her cheek. Minda closed her eyes, tilting her head into the affection, dipping forward at the same time. His cock disappeared into her mouth, and a gentle purr emanated from deeper in her throat. The vibrations only added to the sensation.

      Minda’s elongated ears angled back, and she bobbed up and down, taking half his length into her mouth with each motion. He noted the angle of her neck, its sleek lines both graceful and strong. The thin layer of her fur only seemed to arouse him further as it brushed against his thighs.

      As if things couldn’t get any sexier, the woman remembered her hands. With one, she clutched the base of his shaft and stroked it slowly with the same rhythm of her oral ministrations. A subtle and irregular twist transformed the motion into a masterful touch. Cade groaned as she pulled his dick from her mouth, a subtle pop sounding, and licked her full lips to tease him as her hand ran the length of him.

      Her other hand slid down her belly, between her legs. Cade could just make out the side to side flick of her wrist as she played with her clit. Do alien beastkin girls have clits? They must. They definitely have all the rest, he thought, then wondered, But do they swallow? Maybe that is the real question here.

      He laughed despite himself, and she smiled at his reaction. “What? You want me to save my other hand for your asshole?”

      Cade choked a bit. “Um, wow. No this is amazing. I was just wondering something. Please, keep going.”

      Minda tilted her head to the side and ran her tongue down his shaft slowly. Then asked again, her breath whispering hot with each word, “What were you wondering? Tell me.”

      Throwing caution to the wind, he told her. Why not? She seems the most honest creature I’ve ever known. “I was wondering if you’re going to swallow my cum.”

      She laughed, a throaty expression that made her bare her teeth. “Don’t cum yet, Cade. Please, I only just started.”

      “I’ll try to hold on,” Cade said even as she fell to sucking his dick with renewed effort. This time, her hand moved just a little faster, her grip tighter. She stared at him, taking him deeper with each motion.

      “Please, Cade. Please, don’t cum. Just try not to cum, okay?” she said, her mouth encouraging him to do the opposite. She pulled her mouth off him and moaned as she toyed with her clit, jerking his dick in her hand with full and measured strokes.

      The tension began to build inside him. In his belly first then lower. And as he saw her own body shudder slightly, the beginnings of an orgasm taking her, he clenched down, his whole body fighting to remain in control. “Oh, fuck! Cade, yes. Now! Fucking cum!” Minda called, and her hips bucked beneath her. Even while she came, Minda took his dick in her mouth once more, sliding down his length until almost all of his disappeared down her throat.

      He exploded, a white heat burning every inch of his body. He gripped the stone beneath him and grunted, staring up at the stars just beginning to emerge. An eternity passed and then he heard himself breathing again, the warm weight of Minda pressed against him, resting between his thighs.

      Cade went to sit up and thank her, but the woman had other plans. She tilted her pussy up, still rubbing the tiny swollen node he could just make out in the failing light. “Oh, I need you inside of me,” she urged, and straddled his lap.

      She pressed her slit up against him, then rose and plunged down. Minda’s pussy was drenched, its fires having already been stoked. The oversensitivity in his own dick bothered him for a few brief moments, then he felt his resolve harden, his dick return to life within her. Score one for having the stamina of a fucking wolf! Cade wanted to shout, but instead, he kissed her breasts as she rode him.

      Last time they’d fucked, she’d liked it rough, so Cade slapped one of her ass cheeks with a hand and bit down hard on her nipple. A pink hue flushed Minda’s cheeks and she opened her mouth to moan. “Yes, Cade. Oh, gods, yes.”

      Moving ever faster, Minda bucked against him, rubbing the mound above her pussy against him. Each pass he felt her tremble just a little more, each time pressing harder. This fucking bitch is gonna cum again! he marveled, as he guided her hips above him. Cade pulled down, making her motions more severe.

      Then as he felt her body tense up in preparation to finish, he slid his hand around the back of her neck and gripped her hair. He pulled tight, her face craning up to the sky as she screamed. And within her, he came again, filling her with every drop of his unending lust.

      She rocked forward, falling against his shoulder. Cade held the woman. Strange, how powerful and fierce she is one moment, then pliant and sweet the next, he thought as he held her. They let the moment slowly dissolve, the hammering of their hearts matching the clatter of the waterfall behind them.

      After, they took advantage of the falls once more. They were cooling rapidly but remained warm. They washed themselves and then their clothes, returning to camp in the near dark.

      Satemi had started a fire, and was roasting meat for their dinner, a few of the mangos already peeled before her. “Was that as good as it sounded, sister?” she asked, and Minda crossed over and sat near her, still nude.

      “Yes, it was. Now our friend here can sleep tonight without bruising either one of our backs,” Minda said, and they all laughed.

      Cade sat across from the women and took a bite from one of the fruits. It burst in his mouth, filling it with a sweet and tangy juice. What would Minda’s pussy taste like? he had to ask himself. A strange thought to have come after cumming twice, but one he relished. Thankfully, his manhood remained unmoved by the idea, and Cade marveled that he sat naked with two women who were until recently, total strangers. He didn’t feel at all self-conscious or awkward.

      So they ate their meals, relishing the flavor and the company. A few jokes were made about Cade’s tremendous appetite as he finished at least seven pounds of meat before he was sated.

      Idle conversation passed as all three began to grow sleepy.

      Washing the meal from their hands and faces, they crawled into the decadent furs Minda had arranged. Greedy for warmth, she took the middle, taking turns kissing Satemi’s chest and his. It was a playful gesture, not one meant to stir more unsavory intentions. And it worked perfectly to make all three of them feel completely at home in one another’s company.

      When they’d gotten comfortable, Cade brought up the one thing they’d forgotten during that first day. “Hey, so what are we gonna call this place?”

      The women thought, and Cade fell silent, wanting the naming to fall to them. Satemi just shook her head after a while, not coming up with anything. At last, Minda spoke, her voice coming out in a yawn. “Camp Casmeer. Casmeer is a flower from my home world. It has a musky but pleasant, often arousing smell. It smells a little like you two.”

      Cade chuckled. It was perfect. It reminded him of an awesome song he loved back on Earth so much. He heard a phantom Led Zeppelin blaring in his head as he let himself relax in a tangle of women, feeling warm and safe and truly comfortable for the first time since arriving in Antinium.
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            A Helluva Lot Worse than Frogs

          

        

      

    

    
      It soon became apparent that regardless of Cade’s enhanced Attributes, he hadn’t acquired the ability to see in the dark. No real surprise, but rather than taking the time to fashion some sort of a torch—a prospect he wasn’t entirely sure would prove effective even if they could manage to build a fire in the cave—Minda pulled out another trick from her Inventory.

      “This is called Bright Moss. It will have a great many uses, especially for your Alchemical Engineering Occupation, but for now, it will light our way. Just give it a pinch and the energy released creates light.” Minda gave a brief and simple demonstration. Holding the moss in her palm, she squeezed it and threads of orange and yellow light emerged from the dense substance.

      Handing Cade a ball of moss, he did likewise. Of course he managed to squeeze his a bit too hard, and nearly dropped the plant to the ground as it heated up. A bright flare of light lit up the cave wall.

      “Great, Cade. Yes, you figured it out. Squeeze it for some light. Crush it to make a blazing torch. It will catch fire if you smash it too hard, so use your wits and not so much of your brawn, sweetie,” Minda said, and planted a soft kiss on his lips.

      Despite his chastisement, Cade grinned. Not only was the moss awesome, but being called sweetie by Minda felt as good as anything. When we get back to camp, I will need to show her exactly how sweet I can be.

      But for the time being, Cade held the slowly cooling moss and crept forward into the cave. It felt prudent to remove his axe, flipping it around and holding the blast staff outward tucked under his right arm. He felt foolish, like an actor pretending he was in Vietnam with an M-16 held with one arm. But holding the Bright Moss made it impossible to do otherwise.

      It wasn’t long before Minda found some of the treasures she’d been seeking. A veritable forest of fungus greeted them in the first room they entered. To make things more convenient, one of the varieties glowed a faint red. The light wasn’t enough to illuminate the room, but showed the contour of the walls well enough.

      “Oh! The miracle of biological diversity, Cade! I may be a while. Please, just stand guard. I promise to hurry.” Minda spoke in a fevered tone, her eyes locked to the mushrooms with a greedy stare.

      Why have I always found nerdy chicks so hot? Cade wondered. I just hope she doesn’t end up liking the mushrooms more than she likes me.

      So while his beastkin girlfriend clambered over the wall of fungus, tucking samples into her Inventory and gasping when she found new ones, Cade explored up ahead. He didn’t want to go far, but standing idly by was a waste of time. Nothing dangerous was behind them, the entrance to the cave just a few dozen feet away, but they knew nothing about what might lay ahead.

      The Bright Moss was beginning to dim, so Cade gave it another squeeze, this time being more careful. The beginning of another room illuminated before him, the floor wet stone and hanging roots dangling down from the ceiling.

      He wanted to keep Minda in sight, but when he turned back, he could still see her hunched over, scraping another sample off of her wall of mushrooms. “Minda,” he hissed.

      “Mmm,” was her only response.

      “I’m heading into the next room. I will go no further than fifty feet, I promise.”

      She waved at him absently, her attention focused on one of the glowing specimens now.

      As Cade walked forward, his bare feet feeling the slime of algae or bacteria of the cave floor, he heard a dripping noise up ahead. Perhaps there was an underground spring down here somewhere. It was a cool cave though, not at all creepy like he’d first supposed. The air was a good deal warmer than he would have thought, and as the cave walls glistened back to him in a thousand prisms of light, he thought it more lovely than dank and gloomy.

      Ahead, the flat rippling expanse of a pool caught the light coming from his hand. He stepped closer, hoping to see how deep the pool might go. It was only a few feet wide and seemed to disappear under a ledge of rock, heading into a deeper part of the cave. Spelunking anyone? Fuck no. Not if I have any decision in the matter. The thought of diving in to see where the pool might lead made him want to panic. No, for now, he’d settle for peering in. Who knew, perhaps a type of fish lived in the water.

      He reached down with the hand holding his axe, and extending a single finger, dabbed the surface of the pool.

      A faint ripple passed outward at the touch.

      Then behind him, in a throaty and alien voice, he heard, “Mrrrrkah.”

      Cade spun, the moss pointed in the direction the noise had come from. He was ready to blast anything that moved. “Mrrrkah,” the sound came again, and this time, when he focused the light, he saw a small form huddled at the far end of the pool. Its skin reflected wetly, and though it was the size of a beagle, it looked like some kind of a frog.

      “Thought it was ribbit. Scared me, mother fucker,” Cade said, taking a breath. Examining the little creature as it took a gentle hop towards him, he was surprised by its name.
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      Funny. the little thing was the same level as him. Also a little embarrassing. He had the feeling that creatures had less significant leveling than the humanoids that came to this world, however.

      Cade squatted down, curious to see the beast closer. Why do you have such a scary name, little brother? Cade thought, and let it hop a little closer. His blast staff was aimed at the little beastie’s chest, just in case, and as it neared, he could see what might have given it the title Razor Frog. Along its back, a small ridge of spines extended, though no higher than an inch. Still, he didn’t feel like petting the little bastard.

      Then something disturbing AF happened. The beast expanded, its ridge lifting another six inches off its back, and its eyes began to glow. No fucking way am I gonna find out what that does, Cade thought, and dropped a Slug Shot into the frog’s chest. It crumpled and died instantly, and a pang of remorse touched Cade. But when he felt the searing pain streak across his back, all sense of guilt fled.

      “Sweaty dicks that hurt!” Cade bellowed, and turned around to locate his attacker. He saw a flash of movement, another “Mrrrkah,” sounding behind him. With it another flash of pain.

      “Gah!” Cade crushed the Bright Moss, illuminating the room, and saw no less than five of the Razor Frogs bound away, the light disturbing them more than the prospect of his axe. Before they could recover, he slashed out with his axe, splitting one of the creatures nearly in two.

      In response, two more of the Razor Frogs shot out their tongues, each drawing thin lines of pain across Cade’s outstretched arm. He grunted again and swung sideways, bashing another of the offenders with the flat of the axe. It was an awkward strike but enough to daze the creature at least. When he swung down to finish the job, this time employing the hammer to good effect, the remaining frogs finally bounded away in a blink.

      A second light came from behind and he heard Minda’s voice. “Cade? Were you fighting something?”

      Cade grimaced, not wanting to say it out loud. But as she came closer, inspecting his wounds that were just now beginning to bleed in earnest—the cuts so deep and clean—he had to tell her the truth. “Frogs, Minda. Fucking Razor Frogs got me. Look, I killed a few of them at least,” he finished, gesturing toward the flattened goo of the frog he’d hit with the hammer.

      “Let’s stick together from now on. Wouldn’t want you to run off and get eaten by any other amphibians.” The sarcasm in her voice was checked only by the look of concern as she took in the gashes on his back as well. “Wow, so all kidding aside, those creatures are capable of causing a lot of damage. Here, chew on this. It will help speed up your natural health regeneration. We can keep exploring as soon as you stop dripping everywhere.”

      Minda handed him an herb, Bright Eye Berry Leaf he saw as he inspected the few leaves she pressed into his palm. They tasted like mint at first, but a pungent odor escaped when he chewed them, making him gag a bit. Encouraging the herb down his hatch with water helped, yet even after five minutes had passed and he noted that his wounds, though not closed fully had stopped bleeding, he could still taste its funk. Like eating ass at Burning Man, I suppose. What’s not to like?

      Cade looted the group of fallen frogs and received a few notable items.
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        8 Riveting Frog Legs

        6 Razor Frog Spines

        7 Quality Razor Frog Eyeballs
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      No reason to leave behind quality eyeballs! Cade mused as he stored the items in his Inventory. The spines though. It will be nice to see if we can make use of those.

      They continued onward, deeper into the cave, but wary to look out for slimy hoppers. The next cavern had a series of the small pools, and Cade was shitting bricks. There had to be more of the Razor Frogs, but surprisingly, none jumped out. At the far end of the chamber, one larger pool did offer something else, however. A series of long, white shapes swam around languidly. After he’d worked up the courage to reach in and snatch them out, he noted they were a species of eel.
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      The name gave him pause, but he wasn’t bitten or attacked in any way as he began harvesting the creatures. Plucking the eel from the water, one at a time and storing them in his Inventory, his brain wanted to argue their value. It felt like filling a basket with slimy dicks. But remembering the unagi sushi he’d had so many times, he shut up and worked. If they roasted the bastards, the eel would most likely taste amazing.

      The cave system meandered back and forth, but thankfully, offered no other side passages. There was little danger of Cade and Minda becoming lost. The following rooms offered little else but another ingredient Minda picked up on with her Herbalism skill. An Iridescent Cave Algae grew on a few of the walls, not luminescent but highly reflective. What it was useful for, he could only know after he extracted the reagent from it. Inspecting the algae, he saw that only his Steep skill from his Apothecary Occupation would work on it.

      They needed to find a way to make some kind of watertight container. A leather waterskin might work to Steep herbs in, but his final basic skill, Distill, would require something made of glass, stone, clay or metal. He didn’t think there was any leather that could handle being boiled over a fire without burning through.

      At last, Minda found the Rinan Roots, the ingredient Cade needed for his first Alchemical recipe. They were thin, white roots that grew out of a strange plant with only three leaves atop each. The only way the plant seemed to survive was by the glow of the cave mushrooms it clustered near. No other light source was available down here.

      “Should we go then?” Minda asked, having already gathered more specimens than she’d hoped for.

      Cade knew caution would dictate a safe retreat, only having to worry about the frogs when they exited the cave. But staring ahead, he couldn’t help but wonder what was next. Surely, this cave offered something more valuable. Perhaps there was an old set of enchanted armor, left by a traveler centuries ago. Or there might be more herbs or fungus, some that would grant greater boons than the ones they’d gathered. He just knew he wanted to find out.

      “How about a few more caverns. We can turn around after three more, I promise.”

      Minda squinted at him, her eyes reflecting orange in the light of the Bright Moss. Slowly, she nodded, telling him exactly how she felt by her sheer lack of enthusiasm.

      The next chamber was small and all but bare. Cade cursed to himself. Why did I say three? I should have told her we’d keep going for another hour. Surely, we haven’t been in here that long. But his worries proved fruitless. The following chamber was vast, the largest by far, and even at a glance, he could tell that this was what they’d come for.

      On every wall, more fungus, roots, and ingredients grew in plenty, the abundant life teeming around a huge pool bigger than the one at their campsite. It was glowing an eerie blue, lighting the cavern bright enough that for the first time, the two extinguished their moss and stowed it back in their Inventory.

      Cade smiled, glancing back at Minda. “This one is it then. Let’s just take a look around, take what we can, and leave after. Keep on the lookout for those fucking frogs though.”

      Despite her previous reluctance, Minda smiled, then made her way over to the nearest group of plants and mushrooms, humming with joy. Cade took his time examining the large chamber. From what he could see, there wasn’t a single creature in here, and that made him nervous. Why wouldn’t there be animals of any kind in a place as lush and overgrown as this place was?

      He eyed the pool, wary it might be filled with more of the Razor Frogs, and kept his distance until he had Minda at his side. They could inspect the pool before they left.

      At the far end of the room, however, Cade noticed something familiar. He squinted his eyes, trying to make out the shape through the hazy light. And as he approached, he saw the curve of exposed ribs. Flying witch monkeys! Those are human! Cade realized, and closed the distance, seeing no movement of any kind near the skeleton. It sat in a heap, moss and moldering plants growing over the top of most of it. Only a few ribs jutted out, which had caught his eye.

      “Minda, come here,” Cade whispered. For some reason, speaking aloud felt wrong over the dead thing. And the room was filled with a silent tension.

      She ambled over and hissed softly when she saw what he was pointing at. Then she smiled again. “Wow, another herb, this one is called Bone Moss. Huh. It says it’s a reagent that can be used by an Alchemist.” Rather than treat the fallen with any amount of respect, Minda scraped off as much of the moss as she could, revealing a good deal more of its body.

      It was then that Cade noticed the red of rotten metal, the remnants of an iron breastplate rusted away. He helped Minda uncover the rest of the skeleton, curious to see if anything had survived. No magical and gleaming set of armor was here, but he wasn’t about to discount the rest.

      Crumbling iron-shod boots fell away from bony feet the moment he touched them. A helmet atop a skull buried in moss held its shape but was too rusted to be of use. They were about to leave the poor creature when Cade noticed a uniform dome near the skeleton’s arm. He peeled away the creeping moss and gasped. The muted silver of a soul weapon stared back at them. Yet it wasn’t a true weapon. It looked more like a small buckler, a hand and a half wide and domed. It was strapped around the skeleton’s forearm. After a few minutes of respectful jostling, Minda and Cade managed to pull the item free and inspect it more closely.
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        Secondary Weapon System - Buckler

        Damage Reflection - 50% of all Damage Intercepted

        Damage Type - N/A - Defensive

        Attack Speed - N/A - Function Affected by Dexterity

        Mods: Restoration of the Grove, Canopy of Occlusion, Shroom Shield
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        * * *

      

      “By every unholy slot machine in a town ten miles from Vegas! We’ve hit the jackpot, girl!” Cade said, sweeping soil from the buckler and affixing it over his left arm.

      Minda stared at him, shaking her head. “What the fuck are you talking about? You use language like a drunkard.”

      Cade shrugged, still staring at his new toy. “It says Secondary Weapon System. I think that poor bastard must have lost the other piece to this set. Maybe a spear or sword, who knows, but the buckler functions on its own.”

      Minda replied in a solemn voice, little more than a whisper. “Yes, Cade. Yes, we are lucky. Now let’s bury this poor soul and leave. I have enough, and we can always come back.”

      “Sure, yeah, no problem. Let me look at what these skills do though. This buckler is badass.” Then while Minda fussed with the reburial, Cade brought up the three skills the small shield offered.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Restoration of the Grove: Calling upon the vitality of the ancient grove, a wave of healing energy restores a moderate amount of health to any allied party member within five yards. All minor wounds are healed, and moderate wounds are nullified. Bleeding effects, if not fatal, are nullified. Minor poison and disease effects, are nullified. Moderate poison and disease effects remain undiminished. Fatal wounds remain unaffected. 24-hour Cooldown.

      

      

      
        
        Canopy of Occlusion: With the obscuring effects of a triple canopy, a shield of light is produced that allows a party to walk unseen through any environment. Full daylight or complete lack of cover nullifies the effect. 10-minute Duration. 2-hour Cooldown.

      

      

      
        
        Shroom Shield: By channeling the endurance of fungal growths, a ten-foot-wide, domed mana shield grows out from the buckler. All incoming damage is reduced by 80%. 15-second Duration. 5-minute Cooldown.
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        * * *

      

      “Holy shit, Minda. We don’t have to worry about those fucking apes,” Cade said, and she only grunted her response. Shaking off the excitement of his new find, he noticed the woman was agitated. “What is it?”

      “You have the sense of a nose-blind mole. Something is wrong in here, Cade. Let us go.”

      The woman tugged at his arm, and he turned to follow. He gestured toward the pool, hesitating. “But we haven’t checked in there yet. Shouldn’t we?”

      Minda shook her head and pulled him forward stubbornly. As skilled as she was in detecting danger, Cade didn’t feel like arguing. So he walked behind her. Stopping only once more, Cade eyed the pool, and noticed its surface was not as still as he’d thought. Is that a wave? he thought before a shape exploded from the pool.

      At first, Cade thought it was a tentacle, thicker than he was at the chest, and lashing out toward him. But then he saw a mouth open, two pale eyes shimmering. Cade activated Wyrm’s Wrath, and with increased speed, shoved Minda out of the way and rolled to the ground. A cascade of water poured out over the floor, and then a loud popping filled the air. His body thoroughly soaked, the electric charge that flooded his body made Cade shudder, pain lancing through his limbs.

      The attack lasted only a second, but the increased damage of his skill had only amplified the effect. Cade fell to the ground, almost unconscious. He fell to his side and beheld a terrible creature that looked like a humongous version of a moray eel.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Phorus Eel

        Level 8

        Predator Fauna
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        * * *

      

      That’s why those little fuckers were listed as predators. This is what they grow up to become, Cade thought distantly, and braced himself for the next attack. He saw the eel strike out again, and lacked the strength to move. His body was almost completely paralyzed by the electric blast. The eel’s teeth were as long as Minda’s dagger, and he knew his new life was nearly over.

      Then the beastkin woman leapt over his body, her staff blazing with green energy. A raging wind storm exploded from her soul weapon, leaves of mana rocketing forward and slicing into the beast’s face. It shrieked in pain and focused its attention on her.

      Striking out to bite its new foe, the eel only missed Minda by inches. She cast her entangling roots, pinning it to the cave floor. A single buck of the beast’s enormous body tore them free, however, and it attacked a second time. Minda barely avoided death once more by swatting the eel in the face with her staff. She retreated, eyes glinting with ferocity.

      The woman was a sight to see, but Cade knew she wouldn’t last long. Most of her soul weapon’s abilities gave her mastery over plant life. Other than the blast of wind and leaves, they were not offensive.

      Finally, Cade’s mind began to function once more. His nose and ears were bleeding, and he didn’t have the strength to stand let alone fight. But he could access his skills, his new skills. Cade triggered Restoration of the Grove. A cascade of life poured through his veins, and Cade gasped. He heard Minda have the same reaction as well, though she hadn’t been injured.

      The pervasive damage the electrification inflicted on Cade’s body healed. He stood, his legs shaky at first, but growing stronger by the second. He rejoined the battle with a Double Tap. Two mana bullets rocketed from the end of his staff, sinking into the wet flesh of the eel’s neck. They didn’t have much of an effect, but the beast swiveled his way, aware of the new threat. It hissed at Cade and he could see the crackling of a second wave of electricity dancing over its skin.

      “Get back!” Cade screamed, and retreated just in time to remove himself from the wet ground. Tendrils of smoke rose from the fried plant life. With a glance, Cade confirmed Minda too had avoided the blast. That would have been enough to end them.

      Cade stepped forward, intent on wounding the piece of shit if he could. He used Alpha’s Call, boosting their power, then when the eel leapt out once more, its speed blinding, he used Shroom Shield and attacked with Culling the Pack. The eel plunged through the still-expanding mana shield, its teeth tearing into Cade’s thigh. At the same time, his axe sunk into the side of its head, the sickly green of the wounding effect taking hold. Cade grunted as he felt the teeth grate through his flesh, but the attack was severely blunted. The long teeth only sunk in just past the skin, the shield’s effect removing most of the damage.

      The eel retreated, this time slowed significantly. Yet it did not disappear into the pool. Cade knew another electric charge would be ready soon. They had to finish this fast.

      Minda danced forward, drawing another attack, and for a moment, Cade feared she was trying to sink her dagger in the beast’s hide. Instead, she danced away. Then she cast a spell through her staff, aiming it at two large mushrooms on the cave floor. They began to grow rapidly, pressing together over the middle of the eel’s body, not enough to crush or harm the beast, but suddenly, the eel found its movement restricted. Minda cast her root spell after, reinforcing the hold, then glanced to Cade.

      He didn’t need to be told. This was his window. Cade ran forward, his blast staff recharged enough to allow him a Slug Shot. The bullet crashed into the eel’s head, dazing it. The additional slowing effect made the eel’s once-rapid movements predictable and easy to follow. That combined with its limited movement made the rest of the fight simple.

      Without further aid of skill or pretense of glory, Cade hacked into the eel’s neck. He struck again and again, finally feeling the nick of the beast’s spine against the blade of his axe. Once more he swung out, his weapon cracking through the spine.

      The huge monster went still, its body crashing to the cave floor.

      Waves splashed in the pool, tossing in spent fury. Cade panted and looked over to see a pissed-off but grateful Minda.

      She didn’t need to tell him she’d been right, and she was sweet enough not to do so out of spite. Instead, she helped him loot the beast. Though they still had to return to camp, their bodies a bit worse for wear, Cade felt the trip and the final battle had been worthwhile. If not for the experience that brought him almost all the way to the next level, then for the single strange item of loot the eel had dropped.
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            Of Meat and Mushrooms

          

        

      

    

    
      The way back from the cave was a breeze. No insane primate battle for dominance, no stalking abyss cats. Cade and Minda strolled along through the jungle at a slow pace. Fatigue, caution, and lingering wounds on Cade’s part made the pace necessary. And when they approached the Earthen Apes posted in their sprawling trees, Cade activated his Canopy of Occlusion skill.

      It was a marvel to see. The buckler pulsed out light, emitting enough heat to make Cade worry he would be injured, but it soon cooled, the beam of light spreading out and fanning around them in an array of projected foliage. What was most uncanny was seeing how the plants, the vines and ferns around them, were all immaculately matched so that when they walked along, it appeared that no light was shining at all. When Minda walked out of the projected field, however, she gasped.

      “It’s like you aren’t there at all. Not in shadow or well hidden but completely gone!”

      When they passed the apes, they did so in a hurry despite the shield still blocking them from view. Again, the canny beasts seemed to sense them, but unlike before, they had even more trouble finding them. No probing seed pods landed near them, which made Cade feel that much better. He had no clue if the illusion would hold up if something struck it.

      The sunset had painted the cliff above Camp Casmeer with bronze and tangerine. Satemi greeted them with a wave. Cade was excited to share their discoveries with the woman, but she had more than one for them as well. Not only were matching leather vests prepared for the both of them, but dinner was made and she’d even built a small structure.

      The latter was a simple thing, just a rectangle of poles driven into the ground a few dozen strides away from their sleeping hut. It had an angled, thatched roof of palm fronds interwoven to keep off rain, and a door that hinged open and closed. Its purpose was simple and obvious. All of the excess materials Satemi had in her Inventory were now sitting in neat stacks within.

      “What do you think? Please, don’t be shy with the compliments. It was a lonely day,” Satemi said, and Cade could tell the isolation had been good for her despite her words. Not everyone needed constant company.

      Cade looked over the clean and efficient construction of the storage hut. “It’s great, Satemi. This will allow us to really buckle down and stockpile our resources without hauling a bunch of unnecessary weight. Minda and I can put our stuff in there later… after you show us those cool vests you made.”

      Satemi dipped her head, her mask catching the sunlight perfectly. “Of course,” she said at last. “You first, Minda. I only hope it fits.”

      The beastkin girl skipped forward and slipped the leather vest on over her shirt. Sure enough, the fit was precise. A few wooden buttons were sewn to close the front, leather string holding it all together. It was handsome in design and Satemi went so far as to dye the leather a dark green.

      “It’s lovely! How did you get the color so even?” Minda marveled, spinning around in her new garment. It was a piece of armor for sure, but she was treating it like a dress.

      “I crushed some of those tall grass shoots, making them into a pulp, then rubbed the leather down. It was far easier than I’d feared. I am pleased you like it.” Then turning to Cade, the woman gestured to the other vest.

      “Okay, okay,” Cade said, removing his axe and new buckler. He couldn’t help but inspect the vest as he slid it over his shirt.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Simple Leather Vest

      

        

      
        Quality: Rough

      

        

      
        Description: Provides moderate reduction in slashing and piercing damage.

      

        

      
        Mods: Stained - provides a minimal increase in stealth in forested environments.
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        * * *

      

      It wrapped his torso snugly, yet when he moved from side to side, the fresh leather stretched to accommodate. The vest had two layers of thin deer hide sewn together which made for more substantial armor. Cade was impressed.

      “This is awesome, Satemi. Your work is excellent, especially without having proper tools.”

      She grinned but pointed a finger at the buckler. “What the hell is that? You two found a soul weapon? And why does Cade look to be recovering from some invisible injury?”

      Her tone had shifted somewhat, concern coloring her words. Seems like we’ve got plenty to catch up on then. Might as well get to it, Cade groaned internally. Instead of answering right away, he suggested, “Why don’t we eat first and Minda can tell you exactly how smart and stupid I am.”

      The two women exchanged a look, but after a pause, consented to Cade’s idea. They all ate their fill and Minda did her best to catch Satemi up on the gory details of the encounter with the Kotemi Ma and the Earthen Apes as well as the crazy eel boss. Satemi shook her head at a few points, especially when Cade had been electrocuted in the cave. She didn’t stop Minda’s storytelling though, and when they finished, she seemed pleased enough to learn the new skills the buckler would give them.

      “With my two-sword style, the buckler is not so useful to me, but now you can truly be a frontline fighter, Cade. It will make our trio more formidable than ever. And maybe even Minda can use it, especially on the times she leaves on her own to explore or forage. Now, is there anything else I am missing? Or have we all caught up?”

      Cade grinned, knowing his last bit of news might be the most intriguing of all. Without summoning the item, he managed to show Satemi the information regarding the item the eel dropped.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Pungent Eel Carcass - Unique

      

        

      
        Effects: May attract and appease bondable creatures, enhancing both their physical and mental capacities.

      

        

      
        Conditions: Creature must consume item and be detained, subdued, or otherwise immobilized for two minutes in order to activate effects. Single-use item.
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        * * *

      

      Satemi admitted it could be quite the find, but was curious what beast Cade had in mind to lure to their cause.

      “Let’s just say that first thing in the morning, I’d like you to get started on crafting a trap large enough to contain a Brimstone Boar.”

      Minda spoke up, her elegant finger arcing to the sky. “I told him it was a fool’s mission, but he wouldn’t listen. They grow huge, and who knows whether or not we’ll be able to control such a monster. I’d prefer to go for something more manageable.”

      Satemi sat silent for a time, but when she spoke again, her voice was filled with barely repressed curiosity. “A battle mount of that power would be a vital resource if we ever plan to retake Tanrial. I am for trying. I can build the structure in a day, perhaps longer. For now, I have one final gift for you, Cade.”

      She left and returned with something in her hands, a log it seemed, but when she laid it across Cade’s lap, he knew at once what it was. The woman had split a large log down the center and hollowed it out, then hardened it with flame. The end result was a concave surface perfect for grinding ingredients. And of course, in the center sat a stone shaped like an ideal pestle.

      “There are more appropriate holes in the great stone below the falls if you need to grind large amounts. But for now, you can use the light of the fire to work at your new Occupation.” Satemi finished her speech then retrieved a new leather project she’d been working on and fell to crafting herself.

      Minda grumbled a bit, but announced she would head to the falls to bathe. Following her and wearing himself out sounded like a pleasant thing to do, but Satemi was watching him. He knew as well as they how important his skills would become. So instead of fucking his lovely new girlfriend again, he pulled out the Rinan Roots and began grinding them into a paste.

      Cade worked for a few hours, caught in the rhythm of preparing reagents. Something happened to his brain when he worked at his Occupation, and he suspected it had to do with the way this world functioned. It was as if time passed quicker and even the simple task of grinding became highly pleasurable. When he was done, he had ground and prepared all of the ingredients he needed to make several versions of his first Alchemical recipe.

      Minda was already snoozing, but Cade wanted to keep pressing on. He reviewed the recipe and summoned the two items needed. As he was about to begin preparing his first creation, Satemi cleared her throat above him. “It is pleasant work, isn’t it? But, Cade, you must get some sleep. I will take the first watch. Go and sleep with that beauty over there. She’s so small; the poor girl will be cold without you.”

      He looked around, blinking in surprise as he realized the moon had already risen. How many hours have I been working? Shit’s more addictive than an MMO! Cade nodded, storing the ingredients again, and shook out his stiff limbs before crossing to Minda and slipping in under the furs. She was warm, despite Satemi’s worry, and he was asleep in mere moments.

      The following day was a blur of activity.

      Minda asked for Cade’s help setting up a few basic things before she invested her time in the garden. He helped her hack a few large logs into pieces to act as a substrate for her fungus friends. After, she even had him dig a wide pit, using the soil removed to stack around the hole. Essentially, some of the mushrooms needed to grow out of the sun, so they cut out a few shelves in the clay and after Minda had sprinkled and enchanted the fungus spores, Cade covered the pit with palm fronds, pinning them down with stones. The beastkin woman hummed to herself and continued to work, waving him away with a flick of her wrist.

      It was Satemi who took the next couple hours of his time, reviewing her plans for the boar trap and hacking down larger and stronger logs. Once the raw timber was felled, he let her borrow his axe to work alone.

      Finally, he got to return to his nerdy-ass Apothecary crafting. It seemed odd to Cade that chemistry would be so exciting to him, but the thought of blowing Vormer’s ass up with a fucking grenade kept him focused.

      He reviewed the first recipe once more before beginning.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Staunching Poultice (Requirements: Powdered Scorching Sweet Potato, Tincture of Rinan Root)
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        * * *

      

      The Tincture of Rinan Root had been more simple to produce than he’d feared. Each ingredient came with enough information to let him know what he had to do to turn it into a reagent. When he’d examined the Rinan Root a short description informed of the two steps it took to make it into a tincture. Grind into suitable paste and soak in fresh water for eight hours were all it took. Thankfully, Satemi had made a few extra waterskins as well, very basic versions but enough to soak the root pulp overnight.

      So that morning, Cade mixed a small amount of the Powdered Scorching Sweet Potato with the Tincture of Rinan Root, using his Apothecary kit to do so. Like so many other things in this world, the physics seemed simplified. He didn’t need to measure the ingredients, rather his Occupation allowed him to instinctively know what was needed. And when he’d finished making one unit of the poultice, he wrapped it in a leaf and stored it in his Inventory. He continued to do so until the materials he had ran out. It only took ten or so minutes to do so, but Cade felt satisfied with the work. He would need to give several of the items to both of his companions. Stopping bleeding during or after a fight could save one of their lives.

      After a brief conversation with Pablo, Cade pulled up his Occupation’s progress and was pleased to see how much his efforts paid off.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Apothecary Occupation Menu

      

        

      
        Essential Skill 1: Grind Level 3

        +10% chance of producing Quality Powder and Pastes

        -10% production time for each unit of reagent

      

      

      
        
        Essential Skill 2: Steep Level 2

        +5% chance of producing Quality Tinctures

        -5% production time for each unit of reagent
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        * * *

      

      The third essential skill for Apothecary was unaffected as Cade had yet to distill anything. More exciting were his gains to the Alchemical Engineering Occupation however.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Alchemical Engineer Occupation Menu

      

        

      
        Occupation Proficiency: Level 2

        Chemical Recipes Known: 3
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Staunching Poultice (Requirements: Powdered Scorching Sweet Potato, Tincture of Rinan Root)

      

      

      
        
        Viscous Acid (Requirements: Glow Shroom Paste, Phosphorescent Cave Algae Paste, Tincture of Niyan Grass Shoots)

      

      

      
        
        Combustion Powder (Requirements: Tincture of Sulfur Herb, Tincture of Saltpeter Mold, Distillation of listed Tinctures)
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        * * *

      

      Holy shit birds! Combustion Powder and fucking acid? I am gonna ruin shit, Cade thought, his crafting fever beginning to take hold once more. There was a lot to do this time. Not just a simple grind fest and mixing two ingredients together. The Viscous Acid seemed the simplest, but he would need to go and speak with Minda first. None of these ingredients looked familiar to him, but he hadn’t bothered on learning everything she’d harvested from the grove near camp or from the cave.

      So Cade stretched his back and walked over to Minda, intent on harassing the woman until she gave him everything he needed to blow shit up. As he walked the short distance to the garden, his mind buzzed. How in the hell can I take combustible powder and turn it into a grenade? he wondered. Was there some kind of a coconut or some other hard-shelled fruit he could use to pack the powder in? He sure as hell was going to find out.

      Minda was more than agreeable, showing him her full stores of herbs and fungi. Thankfully, they had everything needed for both recipes. That night they had a fine dinner of meat and mushrooms. The mushrooms cooked up perfectly in the fat produced by the steak drippings. They let the mushrooms soak in the venison fat then roasted them on the end of sticks like savory marshmallows.

      Even Satemi admitted that the fungus was delicious, and the group’s morale was high as they feasted together. The women were so appeasing they didn’t hold it against Cade when he spent the rest of the night grinding out his Occupation skills, producing what he hoped would become some high-tech weaponry, at least in the world of Antinium.
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            Far From a Boaring Day

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Cade inspected the boar trap Satemi had worked so hard on. It was an ingenious contraption, as simple as it was undeniably strong. A simple fence with a falling door to lock the beast in, but made with logs thicker than Cade’s thighs and bound with enough cordage to strangle a mountain with. Long poles jutted out from the top railing, buried in the ground along the sides. Satemi explained how she hoped the poles would absorb some of the energy if the boar fought its domestication.

      Remembering the lumbering beast, Cade had a feeling it would.

      The most timely and fortunate aspect of this haphazard plan was that Minda had spotted the group of boars pillaging the shrubbery down the canyon about halfway to the apes. Cade suspected the group of troublemaking pigs had a route they followed, and being so big and numerous, the apes would have made no complaints about their regularly passing by. Minda had been smart enough to lure them toward camp by dispensing handfuls of grapes. She came up, frantically waving her hands in the air to catch their attention.

      “They’re here! I have the lot of them headed this way! Get out of there and set the damn bait!” she hollered, then ran back to finish luring in their prey.

      Cade summoned the eel carcass, wincing at the terrible smell. Jesus! It’s like a fish made a baby with a mayonnaise sandwich! It was enough to make him gag, but the description had said pungent, so no surprise there. Then he found a bush off to one side next to Satemi and insisted she explain her reasoning once again.

      “Yes, I am certain, Cade. The item’s description was quite clear. Once the beast consumes the eel carcass, it must be subdued for two full minutes. After that, it will be given a blessing and become loyal to its captors.”

      “And if it breaks free?” he asked despite having a strong suspicion of the answer.

      “It is a single-use item. If we fail, the soup is spoiled.”

      Minda came closer, switching to a few plantains she’d gathered the day before. The poor woman tossed them a worried glance, no doubt worried she’d have to somehow separate the group. Yet a moment later, one of the larger boars, the one with three stripes across its brow, sniffed the air noisily. Cade waved her over and she darted for cover.

      The boar shoved aside its fellows, who by now had the scent as well, and fell on the eel carcass with savage delight.

      Exactly how it had been designed, the cage door slammed shut behind it, triggered by the boar kicking a lever. The dumb beast didn’t seem to notice or mind at all as it busied itself devouring its disgusting meal. Cade gave the hand signal, an upraised fist, and all three villagers crossed over toward the trap and got into position.

      In only a few moments, the boar finished eating. Above its head, visible for all to see, a two-minute timer began ticking downward. Cade had hopes the boar wouldn’t mind being shut in, hopes that were fed by its placid observation of its new surroundings. But when it discovered it couldn’t back out, all hell broke loose.

      The boar bucked a few times, kicking at the gate savagely.

      “It’s go time!” Cade shouted, no longer needing to be sneaky as the boar squealed out in horror.

      Minda cast her roots on the animal, the twisting growths wrapping around the boar’s legs. Satemi grabbed the cordage that had been woven through the cage, cinching it tight and tying the lengths off. These ran over the top of the boar’s back, holding it in place opposite Minda’s roots.

      Finally, Cade activated Culling the Pack and struck the boar’s flank. The resulting wound slowed the thrashing considerably but did little to flag its strength.

      The boar went into a frenzy.

      Before them, the beast made an unforgettable display of primal fury. The cage was kicked and rattled, the huge logs shuddering like twigs in a storm. A few of the ropes Satemi tied snapped away first, and then Minda’s roots. Once it had more freedom, the boar began to bash its body into the cage, bending the support beams and shaking the construction loose at its hinges.

      It had been less than a minute when Cade knew their plan failed. No way the cage could stand up more than another handful of blows from the wild beast. He nearly gave the signal for them to retreat when he had one final desperate idea.

      Rushing over to the front of the cage where the boar’s head continued to thrash, Cade summoned every Scorching Sweet Potato he had left in his Inventory. A pile of the tubers cascaded over the beast’s shoulders, falling to the ground around it. A second passed, and the food remained unnoticed, but then the boar stilled, its great nose snuffling. And then it began to eat.

      Cade glanced over at his companions, a look of wild surprise flashing in his eyes. No fucking way is this gonna work! he thought, but as the pig moved from tuber to tuber, the seconds fell away.

      The beast ate quickly, so the girls took turns dropping other items of food before the pig. Mangos and various seeds, and even a stack of venison steaks, all of which the boar happily ate.

      Then the timer ran out, and the boar grew more placid still. Cade approached and ran a hand over its rough hide. When he made contact, Cade gasped. A menu popped up before his eyes, and the sounds that Minda and Satemi made gave him the impression they were seeing the information as well.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Niyan Brimstone Boar - Pet

        Level 4

        Scavenger Fauna

      

        

      
        1 Available Passive Trait
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Stone Boar - The Brimstone Boar’s Constitution and Strength are elevated, granting the beast tremendous abilities in battle as a war mount. Its physical prowess receives the greatest part of the Pet Blessing.

      

        

      
        Fire Boar - The Brimstone Boar’s Intelligence and Strength are elevated, granting the beast tremendous abilities as a frontline fighter. Its skills receive the greatest part of the Pet Blessing.

      

        

      
        Wind Boar - The Brimstone Boar’s Constitution, Strength, and Intelligence are all elevated, granting the beast the flexibility to function as both a war mount and battle pet. An equal share of the Pet Blessing is granted to both its skills and physical prowess.
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        * * *

      

      Cade wasn’t entirely sure what decision to make here, but both women spoke up at once, their instant agreement swaying him. “Wind!” they said, and chuckled quietly at the timing. Cade nodded and selected Wind Boar. Immediately, the boar went completely still. Its body grew, muscles bulging and its skin stretching to accommodate its rapid growth.

      The trap that had once been just big enough to allow the boar’s stocky frame, burst away, the cordage snapping as its occupant became far too large for its dimensions.

      Then the boar glowed, a crimson light swirling around its bulk and coalescing over its skull. The energy absorbed into the beast and its body shuddered from the transformation. When it next looked at Cade, its eye red-rimmed and fatigued, a far deeper intelligence rested within than before. No longer a simple-minded and amiable pig, the pet knew them and knew itself to be one of theirs.

      Another prompt came up before Cade’s vision and he focused on it, ignoring the creeping chills that crawled across his skin.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        3 Available Active Skills

      

      

      
        
        Boundless Sprint - The Brimstone Boar can activate a sprint that increases travel speed by 50%. 5-minute Duration. 30-minute Cooldown.

      

        

      
        Cavalry Charge - The Brimstone Boar can activate a charge that increases all damage dealt from physical attacks. 30-second Duration. 5-minute Cooldown.

      

        

      
        Relentless Gore - The Brimstone Boar’s tusks double in size and in attack damage potential. 2-minute Duration. 15-minute Cooldown.

      

        

      
        Cinder Breath - The Brimstone Boar draws upon its nether origins and breathes out a cloud of burning cinders. Causes moderate Fire damage to all enemies caught in the blast. Attack range 20 feet. 1-hour Cooldown.

      

        

      
        Fiery Regrowth - The Brimstone Boar uses the coals within to rekindle its diminished flame. Causes moderate health and stamina regeneration over thirty seconds. 1-hour Cooldown.

      

        

      
        Hell Roar - The Brimstone Boar terrorizes its foes with a roar from the depths of hell. Inflicts a Cowered debuff on all foes within a 30-foot radius. Enemy level and Wisdom score may nullify ability. 1-hour Cooldown.
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        * * *

      

      Cade blinked, the choices both appealing and nerve wracking. Again, the women helped, to an extent at least. Minda spoke first. “Fiery Regrowth. We don’t want our friend here to die. That is the only skill it has to heal.”

      Nodding, Satemi cleared her throat and added, “Relentless Gore. If this thing had tusks twice the size they already are, our foes had better be well and truly afraid.”

      Two of the choices out of the way, Cade considered the third. Hell Roar could be very useful, but only on weaker enemies it seemed. Still, when facing a horde of Abyss Cats, Cade would love to give them a debuff to make the fight easier. Still, he held off. Hopefully, the boar would be able to level up. They could choose that skill later. Though its range was limited, Cade felt Cinder Breath was the best option. Their group had only Minda’s bow as a ranged attack other than his slow-to-recharge blast staff. Any additional ranged attack would be welcome. He announced his choice aloud and finalized the skills.

      The boar shimmered with fell energy once more, then after craning back its thick head and bellowing at the sky, ambled away up the hill toward camp.

      Shocked and amazed, the three villagers headed back home with their new companion. When they got there, the beast was already asleep, a pile of breathing hide a few paces from the fire. “We’ll need to name that thing,” Cade said, hands on hips as he studied their boar.

      The women laughed, and agreed, Minda adding only, “Tonight we all feast, including our new friend. I have a surprise. Do whatever tasks you have for the rest of the day and at sunset, the festivities begin.”

      Minda slipped away to her garden and whatever preparations she had. Satemi told Cade she would be repurposing the logs of the trap, walking back down the hill. Finally, Cade was left to his own devices, and he had grenades to design.

      His only moment of insight had been when one of the logs of the trap split during the scuffle. The tree was incredibly strong and flexible, looking almost like an immense version of bamboo. The inside of the logs were hollow as well, which seemed to be the perfect solution. Cade found the grove of Bastion Trees, as he learned they were called, discovering a few saplings. When he cut one down, his suspicions were rewarded. They too were hollow.

      So Cade cut a single ten-foot length down and returned to camp. The sapling was only an inch and a half thick, which should be perfect for his purposes. Retrieving clay from the stream bed, a resource Satemi located the day before, Cade fell to work. If they were going to celebrate tonight, Cade would make sure to bring some fucking fireworks.

      The day passed in a blur of crafting madness, and when Cade felt confident his creations would pass any inspection, he made his way to the waterfall and scrubbed two days of filth from his body. The water was almost hot, warmed as it was by over a hundred feet of dark stone. Gods this feels good, he thought, closing his eyes and letting the water soothe his stiff neck and shoulders.

      A few giggles told him he was no longer alone. Minda and Satemi joined him, their beautiful forms elegant and gorgeous as always. Satemi still would not relinquish the mask, and Cade found he was having trouble remembering the shape of her face and color of her eyes. They would need to convince her soon to remove the mask, at least during times like this.

      Four hands began working at Cade’s shoulders and back, and he smiled at the women who had given him so much trust and support. The act was not as much sensual as it was loving, and each of the three took turns receiving brief but welcome massages.

      Their shower was brief. Satemi told them she’d found a new way to spice their steaks, and they were all excited to sample her discovery. The three headed down to camp where the fire was stoked and food prepared. Their pig friend kept sleeping, exhausted by his transformation. The beast’s belly rose and fell like bellows.

      “That’s it! What do you two think of the name Bellows? In my world it means the big sack of air you use to fuel a fire. By itself, bellow means to roar. This guy does both…” Cade waited for a response and was pleased when both women laughed at the suggestion.

      “Bellows it is then,” Minda said, grinning at the boar. “I think he will like it too. Now, if I have both of your attention, I have something special for tonight.”

      Cade glanced over to Satemi, but her mask gave nothing away. Feeling she had their attention, Minda summoned an item from her Inventory. It looked like a cup but was green and seemed alive. “This is the blossom from a Lycani flower. They are quite rare. I gathered it days ago after detecting the faint aroma. I want us to drink it tonight and… enjoy its effects.”

      “Liquor then?” Satemi asked, more than a little enthusiasm in her voice.

      “Not quite. It affects the mind more than alcohol alone, though I think the nectar has some of that as well. It is meant to disorient any insects or animals who try to drink the nectar. Yet for humans, the effect can be quite stimulating.”

      Cade chuckled, looking at the beastkin woman who smiled back, a gleam of mischief in her eyes. “Drugs? You are meaning to drug us then?”

      “Quite so,” Minda admitted and took the first sip. She came to Satemi next who lifted her mask enough to accept the drink. Finally, Cade stared into the remaining nectar, a pinkish opaque liquid that looked as innocent as a mouthful of punch. Fuck it. When in Antinium, do as your women do.

      The taste was bitter and floral, almost like rose water. But other than a faint burn of alcohol, went down easily enough.

      Then the group ate and shared a few stories as the sky darkened above them. The food was amazing, some new pepper plant giving their steak a much needed change in flavor. Cade looked at both of his companions and felt an indescribable warmth towards them. They were good people, strong women, and perhaps, he mused, the loves of his life. His mind passed through the long list of small services and kindness they’d both so willingly shown him. Cade’s chest began to swell with a bounty of unbridled emotion. He wanted nothing more than to hug the both of them, kiss their hands, their hair, and their feet.

      It was his final thought that let Cade know he was good and high at last.

      Second was the odd tilt the world soon adopted, as if everything were hung sideways at the most subtle angle. The three laughed of course, a good bout of giggling that left them all languid and subdued. Everything seemed quite ridiculous. The world they lived in, the leather costumes they were wearing, the savage fucking swords Satemi wore at her hips, all were revealed in all their apparent hilarity.

      Cade latched onto his last observation, and standing, pointed to the woman’s oversized weapons. “What the fuck you plan on doing with those anyhow? Gonna kill six dragons? I mean, one of those things would be enough for most people, but you had to get two of em!”

      Minda was snorting, her cute feline features contorting with laughter. “Shut up. Just shut the fuck up, Cade. Your face is too much to look at when you talk right now. I mean, thank the gods Satemi’s wearing that mask. How could I deal with two bald-faced weirdos at a time like this?”

      Satemi rolled to her back, her stomach heaving. “Bald-faced? Nobody else here has fur on their nose, girl! You’re the one that’s odd. Cute as shit, don’t get me wrong. But… right?” she finished, lifting up on one elbow and gesturing for Cade’s support.

      He shook his head soundly, refusing to be a part of anything as base as teasing one of his most beautiful women friends. And so of course he felt the strong desire to tell them so. “She’s as lovely as three flowers pressed into one. She’s as pretty as that little pond over there. And fucking hot too. And…” Cade stopped talking as his head rolled, a bout of dizziness taking him.

      His response was too much for Satemi and she fell flat on her back again, legs splayed open facing the fire. “Pretty as a pond! Oh, fuck, Minda! You’re rutting with a true fucking bard!”

      And her last words were too much for all of them. They laughed, their bodies shaking in silent hilarity, all of them high as kites.

      This stage lasted another five or ten minutes, though to Cade it seemed a day if not a year. But when it receded, deeper emotions began to roll through his body. A few tears streamed from the corners of his eyes and rolled onto his side to face the women.

      “It’s true though. You are both so gorgeous and kind too. What am I? What kind of four-legged idiot am I to have the luck of loving you both?”

      Minda sat up, her face growing serious as well. “Shut up, Cade. You might be bald-faced, but I love you too. You are brave and selfless. And I am gonna show you exactly how much.”

      Cade stared as the woman crawled toward him, her limbs sluggish but her eyes fierce. She straddled him, and called out to Satemi. “You, tall and gorgeous. I know you won’t remove that thing from your face, but you didn’t swear off pleasure. Come and join us.” Then she slid Cade’s cock out, and kissed it gently.

      The sky was black, the stars beginning to emerge in scores. The roof over the fire pit glowed orange and Cade moaned as Minda took him in her mouth. He heard a gasp to one side and lolled his head over to see Satemi, lying down facing them, the gleaming metal mask hiding her pleasure. Her body betrayed the rest, however, her hand tucked into her trousers, the other sliding up under her shirt to tease an unseen nipple.

      The sensations of Minda’s mouth moving over him and watching Satemi play with herself rushed through his frantic nerves. He felt the insides of his thighs grow electric. Cade moaned, a long and primal sound escaping his throat and ringing off the cliff face behind them. He filled Minda’s mouth with his cum, and she hummed against his dick, enjoying every drop.

      His orgasm worked to clear his mind somewhat, and Cade sat up. He saw Minda then in all her beauty, her bright sparking eyes filled with untamed lust. She licked at the corners of her mouth, swallowing the last of his seed.

      Lust rebounded in his core, and he felt his dick grow hard once more. Whatever this fucking nectar is, I want more! I feel like I’m on ecstasy and cocaine at the same time, Cade thought. The feeling was better though. It felt natural, not sweaty and tinged with anxiety.

      Cade reached down and gripped his cock, squeezing out the last few drops of his cum. He nodded to Minda, who licked the rest away with a smile. Then he gripped her behind the neck and forced her to her hands and knees. Minda groaned, her ass tilting up as he fell into position. Cade swept her pants off, throwing them away in his haste, and both Satemi and Minda gasped at his urgency.

      He fell to his knees and rubbed Minda’s pussy with his hand. She was wet, her sex hot with desire. Cade looked to Satemi whose body was tensing, her hand moving frantically in her pants. “Take them off! Show me all of you, Satemi. Keep the mask if you will, but show me your pussy.”

      Cade’s voice came out like a growl, and Minda bucked back against him, pressing herself into his hand. He slipped three fingers inside her and began to fuck her pussy faster and faster. Satemi obeyed and removed her pants, then spread her long legs, displaying herself in the firelight. She slipped two fingers inside herself with one hand and continued to berate her clit with the other.

      Minda was about to cum, but his hand wasn’t enough for the woman, not on a night like this. Pulling his fingers free, he put them in his mouth, relishing her wild taste. Then, watching Satemi and staring into the two holes in her mask, Cade thrust his dick into the beastkin.

      He wasn’t gentle, didn’t bother with grace or ceremony. Cade crushed Minda’s hips in both hands and fucked her pussy. The mounting climax burst almost at once, Minda writhing against him. “Cade! Fuck me harder! Yes!” Minda moaned, her head resting on the ground and her hand cupping his balls as he slammed his body into hers.

      Cade’s muscles sang, the fire of the drug moving through his limbs freely. It felt like his body was aflame with another orgasm, but he didn’t cum. The sensation simply kept mounting. He growled at the terrible joy of it all. Satemi’s smooth belly pulsing as she came, her hands refusing to stop as she mounted orgasm after orgasm. Minda cumming a second time, and her pussy tightening around his dick like a vise as she howled, her third orgasm beginning to spill out of her like lava. Cade growled, his throat thrumming with urgency, and each breath brought greater depths to the sensations. And as he finished again, all went silent.

      His body floated, Minda still attached and soaking the ground beneath them. He knew Satemi watched still, observing the exquisite musculature of his body this world had given him. Yet Cade only stared up at the stars, endless and undeniable. What world is this to be so pure? What joyous life have I been given?

      Cade pulled himself free, the pent-up fluid of their union spilling to the clay near the campfire. He urged Minda to crawl a few feet closer so that her friend could hold her. And behind them both, Cade fell into place once more, holding both of the women he was so quickly falling in love with.
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      When Cade woke, his head throbbed and his breath tasted like their new pet had shit in his mouth. Bellows was cheerful despite the grogginess of the three partiers. Minda unwound herself from a groaning Satemi, and as they stood, the humor of the situation took hold.

      None of them had their pants on, and their bodies were streaked with red clay and ash from the fire. There was no way to begin their day other than trudging up to the waterfall and drenching their sin in fresh water.

      When they were done, a meal was made collectively and they ate in silence. The drug was more forgiving than Cade had feared, however, and soon they all felt themselves again. The food, the bath, and donning clothes again made them recover by late morning.

      A welcome surprise came when Cade peered into the shelter and noticed the roof of interwoven trees had finally sealed off the sky. Just as he’d seen in the other village, their main structure was now a living, solid shelter that would allow no sunlight nor any rain to seep in. It was a marvel to behold, and Satemi and Cade thanked her for the impressive contribution to their new village.

      “A home is not very inviting without a permanent structure like this one. I’m glad you both like it,” Minda said, her cheeks blushing at the praise. Then, to pull the attention away from her, she added, “And what are the plans for the day then?”

      Cade scratched his chin, looking to both of the women in turn. “I know it is a tight path, but I’d like to take a look up the pass. It winds around the mountainside and I think there might be a plateau to explore up there. Not wanting to go far, not on a day like this, but we should at least see if there are any immediate threats,” Cade said, pointing to the trail that sprung up from the other side of the pool.

      Satemi nodded, still munching on a handful of seeds. “That’s fine. I have plenty of work to keep me busy here. Have a mind to build a workshop, one that is large enough for all three of us to meddle in. Will take a few days, but would be worth it I think.”

      “Good idea. I’ll head with Cade and make sure he doesn’t die. Our chunky friend there can stay with you. Besides, I wouldn’t trust that huge thing up a narrow pass like that,” Minda replied, scratching the boar’s hide. Bellows ate a great deal of food, and he would need to scavenge for some of his meals. That morning, though, they decided to treat the animal to an all-steak breakfast. So far, he’d consumed almost fifty of the venison steaks. As Cade watched him finish the last, looking up with hope for more written on his hairy face, he knew they’d need to work on a way to grow or harvest more food.

      “Fine then, let’s get to it. We will be back in no more than a few hours.” And with that said, they each began to strap on their armor and weapons, preparing for the day’s labor. Though Satemi would only be doing construction, she wore her weapons along with the rest. They would only be safe in this village once they had enough villagers to post an effective guard. For now, all three of them were needed at all times.

      Minda and Cade had relinquished all of their Inventory items except for those that would spoil. More handy than a refrigerator, spatial storage was something Cade couldn’t imagine living without now.

      He also took his latest creations, two small Bang Sticks and one huge Boom Stick, named for their sizes. The Combustion Powder was easy to work with. It only required impact to set the explosions off, so there was no need for a wick. The acid was another story. He tried pouring it into the hollowed wooden stick, but it ate through far too quickly. They would need to find a way to fire the clay from the stream bed to make the Acid Bombs he dreamed about.

      Minda crossed through the stream first, and as Cade followed, he was grateful for the hundredth time that his boots were long gone. The soles of his feet were tough as leather now, and unlike the boots, getting them wet would have no ill effects.

      The trail climbed up at a terrible angle, each step demanding. Worse yet was that after only five minutes, the wind picked up, sweeping across the rock face. It buffeted their bodies, and when Cade looked down, his stomach lurched. Already, the glade was almost a hundred feet down.

      From this vantage, the vast jungle beyond was visible. Cade could see the silver trickle of their waterfall and the placid pool beyond. Their fledgling camp beginning to take shape filled his heart with hope, and he saw how lucky they were to have such substantial stands of trees tucked around the glade. It would be enough resources to last them a very long time if they shepherded it well.

      The dark-limbed trees the Earthen Apes lived in were just down the meandering slope to Camp Casmeer. He was shocked to see how condensed an area the beasts lived in. It was perhaps only a couple acres of canopy, but was enough to sustain an entire species, or a portion of their population at least.

      Beyond, though obscured by mist, Cade could see the rising bluffs where they’d fought the abyss cats in the bamboo, a ridge of rocky mountains above. In fact, low mountains seemed to rise around them in all directions. He came to understand how truly secluded their glade was. If they could only ensure that the path they were climbing up didn’t lead to some atrocious danger, he could feel certain they were as safe as possible.

      “Don’t look too long. If you fall, I will kick your ass, Cade. Just focus on the trail in front of you,” Minda said, panting with the effort of the climb.

      Before Cade could reply, he heard two sounds that sent shivers across his arms. The first was Satemi screaming out a war cry, her voice rising from the glade below. The second was a feral roar, one he’d never heard before.

      The two sprinted down the side of the mountain in a flash of limbs, fear hounding each footfall. Minda was fast, but Cade’s long legs pushed him on, and soon he found he either needed to leave the woman behind or slow down. Making a split-second decision, he shouted, “Catch up when you can. I’m headed for Satemi!” Then he used Wyrm’s Wrath, increasing his movement speed, and tore away from his companion.

      The path was a blur ahead, and Cade knew that if he fell, he might well tumble off the ledge or at the very least tear half his skin off. But the cries of battle below urged him past the point of caution.

      At last, the curve of the cliff broke even and Cade could see Satemi below fighting for her life. Fear threatened to overwhelm him as he saw the slick, black hides of the abyss creatures. They were fearsome foes, not beasts one should fight alone. Then again, the bulky form of Bellows stood beside her, a stalwart companion if there ever was one.

      Then the stream was breaking away from his furious strides, and he rose up the bank and across camp. Halfway down the slope leading to Minda’s garden, the battle raged.

      As soon as he was within range, Cade shouted his Alpha’s Call. The increase in speed and power urged him on faster than ever and rippled through Satemi and Bellows as well. Cade ran and took up the center position, shoving back the lead Abyss Cat with a defensive blow of his buckler.

      Arrayed before them were four of the Abyss Cats and two other beasts that were enough to give a full-grown man nightmares the rest of his days. He inspected the newcomers instinctively and brandished his axe.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Maktar Loor - Abyss Bear

        Level Unknown

        Creature Type Unknown
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        * * *

      

      One of the great bears stepped over the crumpled body of a fallen cat and roared in Cade’s face. The monster was terrifying in form. Like an ordinary bear in many ways, but leaner, its limbs moving too graceful for something so massive. Rather than being covered by a coat of shaggy hair, its hide had the same stretched and oily appearance of the abyss cats.

      Along its spine and across the ridges of its skull, a series of onyx bone spines protruded, making the thing look like a creature from hell. Long teeth glinted in its gaping maw, saliva dripping freely. Whatever the fuck this thing was, it was hungry.

      Cade answered with a Double Tap to the thing’s face. The first round shattered the teeth of the bear and sank into its neck. The second bore a hole in its eye.

      The beast didn’t fall.

      Rather, it shook its head, sending sprays of blood across the ground. It roared in outrage.

      “Fuck! Fight defensively until Minda gets here!” he shouted, and brought out one of his Bang Sticks. Two of the cats were circling them, trying to find a more advantageous position to attack from. He tossed the stick before them, and when it blew, one of the monster’s legs was torn from its body. The cat toppled over, hemorrhaging dark blood. One down.

      The lead bear closed in, striking at Cade as the remaining cats attacked from the sides. Cade managed to dodge the initial attack and clip the bear with a Culling the Pack as it retreated. Its movements slowed, and the man prepared to dash in and deliver a more substantial blow. Before he could do so, the bear’s eyes began to glow red, and it stood up on its hind legs. Then the bear roared loud enough to shatter stone, ripples of crimson and onyx energy tearing through their ranks.

      Cade felt the flesh in his body begin to decay. It was a slow effect, but one that would turn the tide of the battle inevitably. He glanced over and saw that Satemi had fallen to her knees, and she was weakly brandishing a sword to protect herself from the encroaching cat.

      Now or fucking never, Cade thought as he tapped into the power of the buckler. Restoration of the Grove rippled out from the small shield, and the man gasped as relief flooded his body. It wasn’t enough to completely heal the corrosive rot the bear inflicted, but it brought him back to fighting form. Satemi stood back up, and in the blink of an eye, she darted forward, her sword cleaving the cat’s head from its shoulders.

      The bear Cade fought fell back, allowing the second to take its place. Like the first, it stood up on its hind legs, its eyes beginning to glow. “Fuck no! No way that is gonna happen, you cock biter!” Cade screamed, chucking the larger Boom Stick directly in the beast’s mouth. The explosion nearly knocked Cade off his feet, but when the black mist of flesh and blood dispersed, the bear fell to the ground, headless and unmoving.

      Minda ran up, already casting a root spell on one of the remaining two abyss cats. Cade’s blast staff had recharged enough, and he shot the cat in the head, and it fell dead, still being crushed by the enchanted roots.

      The four of them stood strong, facing one hulking bear and one cat. Cade felt confidence return, but the feeling was short-lived as five more cats emerged from the forest. It seemed the battle was far from over, but the cats weren’t what Cade was afraid of.

      Behind them, a monster stalked, taller even then the huge bears. It had curling talons dangling from nimble paws. A massive saurian head rested atop a sleek and muscular body, a lithe tail lashing behind it. Instead of the sleek, oily skin of the other abyss creatures, this one was covered all over in black scales. Each was distinct, sharply outlined, and glinting like polished obsidian.

      It was walking upright.
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        Fenmali Loor - Abyss Raptor

        Level Unknown

        Creature Type Unknown
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        * * *

      

      “A fucking alien dinosaur!” Cade shouted, suddenly angry with himself he’d used the largest of his explosives already. He kept the final Bang Stick stowed in his Inventory, hoping to use it when things turned desperate.

      The abyss cats charged ahead, forming a phalanx of teeth and fangs. Minda strode from behind, her glowing staff charged with power as she channeled a storm of mana leaves to barrel through their midst.

      Howls emerged from the attacking cats and their bodies were sliced in random places.

      Sensing an opportunity, Cade shouted out to Bellows. “Cinder Breath! Now!” The boar responded immediately, opening its maw and roaring. A cascade of orange sparks flooded out between its tusks and tore through the already-flagging abyss cats.

      The huge raptor crouched, preparing to pounce. Cade made a second command to the pet, hoping to buy them some time. “Attack!” he screamed, pointing to the scaled horror. Then the boar, its eyes ablaze with hatred, charged the raptor. And as Cade looked on, its tusks rammed into the resilient hide of the abyss creature. Long claws lashed out and hooked into the boar’s flesh.

      Chaos reigned in their once peaceful glade, and Cade shook his head, focusing on the hulking form of the final bear as it approached. Ridges of onyx bone emerged from its spine, its shoulders shifting with each step. The bear’s face was gaunt, teeth dripping with a viscous slime, and the air shuddered with its growl.

      Out of the corner of his eye, Cade witnessed the unharnessed glory of Satemi wade into the sea of yowling cats. Her swords lit with a blazing light. At her side, the white shadow of Minda’s lithe form darted forward, dagger and staff poised to kill.

      Can’t sit by and watch them do their work. They’ll be fine without you, Cade chastised himself, turning back to face the beast before him. The only way he could help his girls was if he killed this son of a bitch and do so as quickly as possible.

      The bear raced forward, its mouth snapping towards Cade’s front leg. Rather than move away, he landed a Slug Shot in the beast’s chest. The Daze effect didn’t apply, but the round served to slow the attack. Angered, the bear extended its paw, claws flashing. Again, Cade refused to give ground. He triggered Shroom Shield instead of dodging.

      A blast of silvery energy exploded from the buckler strapped to the back of his forearm, pushing out against the bear’s oncoming paw.

      The attack landed, and Cade grunted as fevered claws burned across his thigh. But he used the time afforded him to strike back with his axe, using Culling the Pack. Again, the bear suffered from the wounding debuff.

      As the beast recoiled, it moved slower than before, and Cade wasted no time taking advantage of the situation. He flipped the axe over, and struck out, blasting the bear on its ribs with the hammer. It countered, forcing Cade to roll beneath the mighty paw.

      Rising to his feet, again, he cracked the beast in the head, the hammer chipping off a fragment of the black bony crest that ran the length of the bear’s brow.

      Cade moved to dive away again, but as he looked up, he saw the beast was stunned. Its head wove in a circle, blazing eyes searching for a target it couldn’t acquire. Goodnight mother fucker, Cade thought grimly, and hacked into its neck three times before the bear’s head rolled to the ground.

      Turning on his companions, he saw that Minda and Satemi were paired up against the final abyss cat. Already, blood poured from a dozen cuts across its body. They were fine.

      A grunt of pain came from the other direction, however, and when Cade spun around he saw Bellows pinned to the ground, blood pouring from his chest where the massive raptor had cut into him with its claws.

      The raptor opened its mouth, preparing to tear the boar’s throat out once and for all. Cade shouted, charging to save his new friend’s life. He fired a Double Tap, the two bullets sinking into the raptor’s sternum. Then he followed the attack with a hammer blow to the same spot. A sickly crack sounded as Cade’s hammer snapped the beast’s front ribs and smashed its heart. The raptor’s body caved in.

      The tusk wounds, bullets, and hammer blow had finally taken their toll.

      All of its savage strength fled the beast. It toppled forward, slowly collapsing over Cade’s body. Black blood poured out over him. The strangest part was that the blood wasn’t hot as blood should be. It felt no warmer than the air around them.

      “Ah! Fuck, a little help!” he shouted as a thousand pounds of raptor flesh toppled forward, the monster still rasping out its death rattle.

      As Cade buckled to the ground, he heard the two women struggling to remove the raptor. Cade collapsed, the beast’s legs completely giving out and pressing him into the soil. His lungs strained for another breath and lights began to spark in his eyes. I’m gonna die by being squished by a fucking space dino? Hell no!

      Then he remembered the boar. With his last breath he shouted. “Fiery Regrowth!” Without seeing anything but his own rapidly fading view of the ground beneath him, he heard Bellows squeal. Though his voice was muffled, the skill had activated.

      Suddenly, the light of the sky poured in around him as the raptor’s body was flung aside. Cade gasped, fresh air filling him like sweet nectar.

      He rolled to his back and stared up at two beautiful faces, his concerned and loving women, breathing hard and covered in abyssal blood. Then he saw the ugliest face of all, Bellows peering down at him from his beady eye.

      “Hey guys. So we won then?”

      Minda laughed, relief evident in her features. She reached down and helped him sit up. “Yes, we did. All of those nasty things are dead, thank the gods. Now let’s get you back to Camp Casmeer.”

      Satemi moved in to his other side and propped him up. Then they all stood together.

      Cade glanced around at the carnage of the battle. Dead abyss creatures lay everywhere, their blood soaking into the earth. At least it wasn’t in camp, he thought. Still, gonna have to burn these fuckers or who knows what will come to eat them up.

      The three turned and began walking up the hill. Clean up could come after they all rested. Cade recovered his head enough to thank the women and walk on his own. His body was bruised from the crushing weight of the raptor, but he would be fine.

      Then a voice of ice and steel spoke behind them. In a flash, all three had their weapons in hand once more, and they faced a creature both fair and fell beyond all others.

      “I require the mask. If you hand it over, my master may give you leniency,” Ketzal demanded. Her hair rippled in the air, her horns shimmering like bronze in the sun. Her face was covered by a steel mask like the guards of Tanrial wore. In her hand was a whip made from the steel of a soul weapon. The lash that extended from the handle crackled with pure energy. She held a ball of black flame in the other. Most striking of all were the two wings that hovered behind her, protruding from her back.

      An abyss beast stood to either side of her, and they roared a challenge.

      Cade glanced to Minda and Satemi, and the only thing that crossed his mind was, Girls, this is Ketzal, the woman I told you about.
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            The Harlot and the Herald

          

        

      

    

    
      “What the fuck are you doing?” Cade called out, his mind reeling from the implications of seeing this woman here flanked as she was by the abyss beasts. Minda growled, the hairs on the back of her neck standing up slightly as she stepped forward, extending her staff for combat once more.

      Satemi stood beside her. “It doesn’t matter, Cade. She’s chosen her side. We must fight or die here. I know what I choose to do.”

      Ketzal stood rigid, her body seeming to struggle for a moment against invisible bindings. Then she said a single word, her voice doused in emotion. “Cade!” But her head whipped to the side, the wings at her back contorting in pain. And when she faced them again, the ice had frozen her voice once more. “Hand over the mask or die!”

      Glancing at the fell beasts at her side, Cade knew that though the numbers were shifted for the first time, this might be a more dangerous battle. On the woman’s left stood a raptor, this one taller than its predecessor, its claws and fangs glowing silver. He checked its status to see if anything else could be learned of the beast before the fight began.
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      The bear snarling on the other side had the same information. They were both alphas and both had a Blessed condition. Whatever the fuck that meant, Cade had the feeling it wasn’t good, not for them anyhow.

      But hearing Ketzal’s voice call out to him, her real voice, shifted something inside of him. She needed his protection as well, and as Satemi strode forward, he knew he had only a single option to do so.

      Cade ran out between the forces, holding up his hands to either party. “Stop! Just stop!” Surprisingly, both women did so, looking to him behind their faceless masks. Speaking first to Ketzal, he pleaded. “Ketzal! Try as hard as you can to deny Vormer’s influence. This does not have to end in anyone’s death!”

      He turned to Satemi next and said in a hoarse whisper, “Do me this favor and you will not regret it. Fight to disarm her, do what you must, but break the hold Vormer has over her. You can see as well as I do. This is not done of her own will.”

      Satemi dropped her head, her shoulders tense with rage. But she nodded slowly. When she looked up again, her body was filled with resolve. “Fine! Now out of my way. I’ll handle her. You three bring down those freaks.”

      When it was clear the battle would soon be joined, Ketzal cast a spell, the ball of energy in her hand expanding rapidly. A terrible black fire shot out toward Satemi, and Cade gasped, thinking it would all be over before they’d joined the fray. But the warrior-woman brought her swords together, a golden dome of light surrounded her. The magic ball splashed over its surface and dissipated.

      “You done playing around?” Satemi asked, then ran forward, her sword flashing out before her. In a blur, she used another skill, her movement skipping forward as if she had teleported. Ketzal’s whip snapped out and deflected the first of many blows.

      The bear charged first with the raptor at its back. “Relentless Gore!” Cade commanded. He watched as the tusks on Bellows’ face thickened and extended to twice their length. Five feet of jagged bone jutted toward the bear and the boar charged, slamming into the great bear’s chest. In a single moment, the battle between the two huge animals was decided. The bear was massive, nearly twice the size of Bellows, but it had been struck through too many times to ignore.

      Bellows thrashed, tearing the holes wider with each second. Refusing to die quickly, the abyss bear raked his sides with fell claws, and the silver energy seeped into Bellows.

      Even as the bear fell dead, Bellows grew stiff. His legs locked, and it appeared as if he’d simply been frozen solid. Cade watched in horror and the two fell to the ground. Though the boar continued to breathe, letting Cade know he still lived, the beast was most certainly out of the fight.

      Ignoring its fallen comrade, the raptor leapt over the mess and lashed out at Minda. She tried to roll away, but the monster was faster than the others had been. Cade saved the woman’s life with the Shroom Shield, blunting the attack at the last moment. Yet the same effect took hold. Minda grew still, her eyes wide with terror. She opened her mouth to call out to him, but no words came out.

      The raptor turned to Cade to finish its final opponent, teeth snapping in the air as Cade dodged. He stole a glance as Minda, and saw he was fighting to move her hands to her lips, something held there, some bit of an herb. Is she trying to heal herself? he wondered, furious that he’d already used his Restoration of the Grove skill.

      The raptor struck again and Cade smashed away its hungry mouth with his hammer.

      Satemi and Ketzal battled further up the hill. In a flash, Cade saw the electric whip lashing out at the taller woman, Satemi turning aside the rapid attacks with her great swords. For their length, the woman spun them around like daggers, grace and precision in her every move.

      Staring back at Minda, frozen and unable to help herself, Cade had a wild idea. He sprinted away into the nearby bushes, and as the raptor made to pursue him, he triggered Canopy of Occlusion. Thankfully, enough shrubbery decorated the side of the hill to count as a degree of cover, and immediately, he could see confusion in the beast’s eyes. It shrieked and leapt straight toward him. Cade darted to the side, and when the raptor landed, it no longer could tell where his prey was.

      Cade had but a few fucking moments to make a difference. He sprinted back to Minda and fell at her side. Taking the herb from her hand, he pushed it into her mouth. Her jaw hung slack, so he gripped it in his hand and ground it around, chewing the herb forcibly. Her tongue got in the way and blood spilled from the corner of his mouth. That could heal later though. Cade continued until he noticed a slight twitch at the corner of her mouth.

      She twitched again, her jaw beginning to work of its own volition. Then, meeting his eyes, she whispered, “Behind you.”

      Cade spun to see the raptor had somehow pierced his veil of camouflage and was jumping towards him once more. He rolled out of the way, shoving Minda in the opposite direction. The raptor was on him, striking relentlessly. Each near miss made his heart race. He shot it with a Double Tap, the bullets doing little to slow the beast. He blocked its clawed attacks with his hammer, crushing a few of the beast’s long fingers.

      Then its body began to glow, some ability coming to life within its flesh. The claws at its hands extended, mana infusing them. When they were nearly three feet long, it struck at Cade once more. And though Cade blocked the attack, the mana claws tore into his shoulder and he fell to the ground. Instead of paralyzing him, the mana-infused claws instead left a burning feeling in his wounds, as if a cold, liquid fire had been poured into them.

      The raptor hissed and prepared to leap once more, its deadly rear claws imbued with the same fell magic. But the roots wrapped around its legs. Cade looked over and saw Minda had moved her arm and staff enough to cast her ability. Wasting no more time, he pulled out the last Blast Stick and threw it at the raptor. With all the intelligence of a hell beast, the raptor snapped it from the air in its jaws. Though the following explosion was far smaller than the Boom Stick had produced, it was enough to remove the creature’s bottom jaw, bits of wooden shrapnel erupting up into its brain.

      Without another sound, the raptor collapsed to the ground.

      Minda was struggling to stand up, fear written across her features. With a single, shaking hand, she pointed to the battle up the hill.

      When he looked, Cade saw a shield of power pushing Satemi back. The abyss creatures all began to bleed onyx energy into the air, and Ketzal rose up on her majestic wings, absorbing the power of the fallen enemy. Not only their souls it seemed, if the beasts had any, but their bodies as well, melted away and poured into the woman’s core. Ketzal opened her arms wide and the shield grew more powerful, pushing Satemi back. A massive spear formed in the air, all black and angled like a shard from the abyss itself.

      She would release it. The spear would pierce the woman’s heart he’d begun to love, and then the over-powered bitch would turn and kill him and Minda and Bellows last of all. Not on my god damned watch, Cade grumbled. He pulled back his arms and flung his axe directly at the woman’s face. By some miracle or the will of the gods themselves, the axe struck Ketzal in her steel mask with a clang.

      A flash of power erupted all around her, and she fell back to the ground, landing in a crouch. The spear dissipated along with so much of the energy she’d absorbed. The battlefield was silent, and Cade listened to the sound of his own ragged breath.

      Then Ketzal looked up. Each of her eyes were glazed over with domes of shimmering gold. “That’s it! Can’t you see? That’s how he’s controlling her!” Cade shouted, running toward the two, yet unsure of how to stop the inevitable from happening. Her power diminished, Satemi would end this fight and the beautiful demoness would die a pointless death.

      He should have trusted the warrior’s heart more. Instead of charging forward and slashing out with her sword, Satemi sheathed her weapons in a flourish and stepped forward. Her posture grew still, and Cade realized she was using the power of the mask. The two women stared at each other. In one, the soul weapon gleaming softly in the sunlight, the weight of judgement and will pressing outward. In the other, Cade felt Vormer’s presence, the vile man’s will exerting itself from so far away.

      Cade watched on, unable to aid in this final battle. Then he heard Bellows rising from where he’d fallen, and Minda touched Cade’s arm. He looked down into the small woman’s eyes and she nodded at him. This was how it was supposed to go. This was how they would trust her.

      The end of the silent duel came soon enough. Ketzal gasped, and the orbs of gold evaporated from around her eyes. She fell to her hands and knees and stared at Cade. Tears streaked down her face, and he noticed that when the sun caught them just right, they too were golden. Ketzal’s features were haggard, pain written in her every expression. She sobbed, her teeth bared in frustration.

      “I’m so…” She tried, but she lacked the strength to finish. With one final, pleading look, she collapsed to the ground.

      Cade looked around him, at those who’d chosen to fight at his side. Satemi bowed to her fallen foe, then with absolute resolve, removed her mask. She handed the mask to Minda who rushed up to her side. Then the tall woman stooped and picked Ketzal up in her arms. Glancing at last to Cade, Satemi’s face shone a triumphant bronze, and slowly, she grinned.

      Not having seen the woman’s face in so long, he was struck again by her intense beauty. It was impossible not to respect the woman’s resolve. Though it hadn’t been her fault, the previous attack of the villagers she’d sworn to protect weighed heavily on her heart. She’d demanded more of herself than she had to give, yet now, knowing she’d done her best, Satemi at last relinquished the guilt.

      “Let’s go,” Cade said in a voice heavy with emotion. “We have a new member of our village, and I think she needs our help in restoring her strength.”

      Satemi nodded and turned up the hill, bearing the woman easily. Minda ran ahead, turning only long enough to shout back to them, “I have herbs for this! I can help her, I know I can!”

      Not since meeting the two women had Cade felt more pride and more respect for the both of them. Rather than hold Ketzal’s unbidden crimes against her, or fall to the pettiness of jealousy, they had already opened a space within both of their hearts for the woman. A fitting end to a short-lived day, Cade thought, staring up at the noonday sky. So much had happened already, and yet he knew, the rest of the day would be dedicated to recovering from this whole bloody mess.
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      Minda applied her herbs immediately, and Cade even handed out a new concoction his Alchemical Engineering Occupation unlocked. It was a Health Tincture that restored their bodies from the bruises and exertions of the fight.

      Ketzal remained unconscious all throughout the day, however, and she lay in their furs with a look of absolute peace on her face. A fever wracked her body, making the woman shake occasionally, sweat beading on her brow. Yet throughout her long recovery, Cade marveled at the tranquility that possessed her.

      Minda and Satemi went on a short walk, the two of them bathing in the waterfall together, speaking with the intimacy of true friendship and admiration. Cade used the time to give Bellows another proper meal, emptying most of the rest of their stores of meat. Tomorrow, all five of them would go on a hunt. But tonight, they could eat what they’d kept in storage and be grateful for it.

      It was frustrating to see how Cade’s XP remained unmoved by the incredible battle. Somehow, the abyss creatures existed outside of this plane of existence. No loot and no XP were not what he wanted from deadly beasts, but again, they could gain more of both on the morrow’s hunt.

      He sat and prepared a few more of the Blast Sticks and one more massive Boom Stick. They had been invaluable during their fight, and Cade wanted as much ammunition as possible. The thought of coming across the Kotani Ma made his blood run cold. Even the bigger grenade might not be enough to pierce the beast’s hardened skin.

      There was work to be done if their home here at Camp Casmeer could be called safe. Satemi had plans to add palisades up the slope that led to camp. Such defenses would force whatever army Vormer sent after them next to bottleneck at least. But still, without more villagers, the whole plan looked hopeless. He’d told Satemi this, his words soft but filled touched by fear nonetheless.

      She looked at him and smiled. “We will raid Tanrial, of course. And we will do so as soon as is possible. Better make us more bombs, pretty boy. We will need them.”

      Then she’d gone about her business, spicing the night’s steaks. Cade laughed, the casual way in which she discussed formal warfare was chilling and gave him more insight into her character than almost anything could. What would that sexy bitch be capable of if she had a squad of soldiers at her back? Or a platoon? I’m just glad she’s on my side, Cade mused, admiring Satemi’s ass as she leaned, her hip thrusting out to one side.

      So dinner was cooked and served, and by now, Satemi had them eating on simple but effective wooden plates. They were made from an inner layer of bark, and each was large enough for them to place a steak on. The juices still spilled readily enough, but it was better than gripping them in the hand all the time. Cade was on his fifth when Minda noticed the greed of his hunger as she always did.

      “You and Bellows will need to hunt for your own food from now on,” she teased, her eyes dancing with suppressed laughter. “And are you sure you didn’t choose the metabolism of a pig?”

      “No, it’s all wolf in here. That’s why I’m always so fucking horny,” Cade replied with a wink, allowing his eyes to drift down to the woman’s well-muscled thighs.

      Satemi spoke up, interrupted their banter. At first, Cade thought something might be amiss by the steel in her voice. Minda looked up as well, turning to the woman expectantly. “I require the exclusive attention and full focus of the man this evening. I hope you don’t mind, Minda, but although our time with the Lycani nectar was diverting, I am used to fucking one person at a time.”

      The grin that stole across Cade’s face made both women laugh. He felt like a school boy who’d just found out his prom date brought her own condom.

      Minda shrugged, giggling playfully. “I can let it go for this night. You deserve it too, Satemi, for how you saved the demoness. But I won’t hold back for long. I can do things that this one knows nothing about.”

      “Do I have any say in this?” Cade complained, though he lacked any sense of conviction.

      The women shared a look, then shook their heads. “Far less than you’ll ever know, Cade,” Satemi finished. Again, the three chuckled. The mood was light and cheerful, and when Bellows flopped down beside the fire with enough force to knock a plume of sparks into the air, they all laughed.

      “I hope I’m not interrupting,” a soft voice came from the shelter, and everyone turned to see Ketzal emerging, a fur wrapped around her shoulders. The woman looked weak still, her face drawn and still sleepy. But she was a sight stronger than she had been.

      Cade stood up and crossed to her in a flash, helping her find a seat on one of the log benches Satemi had assembled. “Not at all. How are you feeling?”

      The tenderness in his voice was apparent, and after Ketzal told him she was quite alright, Satemi teased that indeed, she might not have Cade’s full attention longer than a single night. Even Ketzal smiled at this joke, but then cleared her throat, her brow knitting together in concern. “Is there food left for me?” she asked.

      “Of course! Here, there’s another steak just for you and enough fruit to make old Bellows there die of happiness,” Minda said, handing the woman a plate and a piece of meat.

      Taking a huge bite, Ketzal moaned. Juice spilled down the side of her mouth, falling on her chest, and Cade was made aware again of her incredible figure. Minda was the lithe tigress, capable of feats of acrobatics and endurance during sex. Satemi… well, he’d find out soon what the powerfully built woman was capable of, but Cade had an idea that it would be intense and memorable to say the least. But Ketzal had a soft and yielding body. Her belly and hips were curved like a figurine carved from marble, and her breasts were larger than the melons they’d gathered that morning.

      Her purple skin was a marvel in and of itself. What would her nipples look like? And do the god damned curtains match the carpet? Cade mused greedily. His dick perked up at the thought, and he shook his head, trying to focus on finishing his meal.

      After a few minutes, Ketzal spoke up once more. “His name’s Bellows? The huge boar?”

      “It is. Quite the catch, and without him, I think the three of us would be dead. You didn’t bring the runts of the litter to fight us, did you?” Satemi said, and although her tone was friendly, Ketzal bowed her head in shame.

      “I’m so sorry. I recall very little. Vormer told me I was to go on a mission, so I agreed willingly. When he told me I was to seek out Cade and any other survivors, kill you all, and take your soul weapons, the mask most importantly, I refused. I’ve only ever refused Vormer’s wishes once since coming to Antinium. He showed me a great deal of pain and promised he’d take my mind for his own if I didn’t listen. When I said no, he used his most potent ability. He possessed me as he’s done with all the guards in the city.”

      “The golden eyes? Those shimmering orbs above your eyes, right? That was him controlling you?” Minda asked, leaning forward with curiosity.

      Ketzal nodded, wiping her mouth with the back of her arm. “I’ve seen one of the guards unmasked before, but after he activated his skill, I remember nothing at all. Only faintly do I recall that thing that happened at the end of the battle. I took in the abyss creatures, something I shouldn’t be able to do. And then I saw you,” she finished, looking to Satemi. “Vormer fought to remain in control, but I let go, let your will press against his directly.”

      A tear fell down her round cheek, and she added, “Thank you, Satemi. I owe you everything. And all of you as well.”

      “I knew it couldn’t be voluntary,” Cade said in a whisper almost to himself. Then, in a stronger voice, he added, “That prick is not going to enjoy what we do to him in response. His city and his skin are golden, but we’ll give him a black eye he can’t easily ignore.”

      The others mumbled their agreements, and they continued their dinner, a plate of fruit passing between them after.

      “I’ve started a batch of jungle wine already. Shouldn’t be more than a few days until we can sample it at least,” Satemi said, handing the fruit to Ketzal.

      The demoness smiled. “That sounds great. This is more of a welcome that I deserve.”

      “No more of that, you hear? You are one of us now, and you will hold no more shame for what has been done to you,” Minda replied. Then, noticing the fatigue in Ketzal’s eyes, she crossed over to Cade.

      Minda stooped down, her small breasts hanging down before his eyes. “I am going to set up a second tent this night. Ketzal needs someone to look after her and make sure she rests. You and Satemi will have the shelter to yourself. Have fun, and Cade… don’t disappoint the woman. She deserves all of your gratitude.” Then, biting her lips and purring softly, she pinched his cheek and left to set up the tent.

      After a few minutes, the fire crackling softly as a noticeable tension began to build, Satemi staring at Cade with unguarded lust, Minda came for Ketzal. The demoness nodded to what Minda had told her in a whisper, but then glanced over to Cade.

      Ketzal walked to stand in front of Cade, and he noticed the hitch and sway of her hips. “Cade. Thank you so much for believing in me. Even when I was broken, back in Tanrial, you saw my heart. And then during the battle. I know it was you who made sure Satemi didn’t kill me. She is a peerless warrior and would have done so more easily had you allowed her.”

      Opening his mouth to reply, Ketzal leaned down and kissed Cade. Her lips were full and softer than sin. His words were lost as her smell, a bloom of cinders and clove filled his lungs. He could have gone on like that for an eternity, his face pressed into hers, but she broke the kiss. She ran a finger down his chin and nodded in goodbye.

      Cade watched Minda and Ketzal duck into their shared tent. And suddenly, he was alone with Satemi.

      When he looked over to see what she might be thinking, the answer was obvious. Pure mischief danced in her eyes, and she was smiling, observing his every move. It startled him to find that he was nervous. How many times had he already seen her naked. Fuck, I shouted at her to rip her pants off during our drug-induced sex party! Cade recalled. Yet despite all of that, this would be his first time with Satemi, and the way her smoldering glare remained unflinching, he knew it would be amazing.

      She stood, still staring at him, and first removed her armor a piece at a time. Then her shirt fell into the growing pile on the ground beside her. Cade marveled at her heavy breasts, swaying with each of her movements. Satemi’s dark nipples pursed in the cooling air. Then she pulled down her pants. Standing naked and proud as a primeval woman, Satemi grinned.

      Openly, Cade took in the curve and angles of her body. Etched in soft and elegant muscle, the woman was an image of Athena herself. She looked every bit a Greek goddess capable of waging war or making love to a dozen suitors in a day. Her skin glowed brass and copper in the flicker firelight, and the mound of her sex was covered in a thatch of black fur. Her bush, Cade mused, wasn’t a tangle of gnarled hair as he’d have thought, but was a ripple of delicate curls. It was glossy and looked soft to the touch.

      Ever so subtle, she held up a hand, gesturing to him silently to accompany her. So Cade stood and disrobed. Not so gracefully, not as fraught with tension, but soon he was naked too. He smiled, his body feeling light and powerful as the night air carved over his bulging muscles and abs. Not a hint of shame touched his heart as he flexed his cock, making his erection rise and expand to show her the extent of his arousal.

      They met halfway, the heat of the fire almost burning their skin as they kissed. For a long moment, that’s all they did, pressing their bodies together feverishly, the two kissed.

      Then she pulled back, and he remembered that her eyes were filled with chips of green emerald. Her angular face was striking, her lips parted with the heat of her lust. She reached back and pulled free the sticks she’d placed in her hair, and the dark tresses fell over her shoulders in a cascade.

      “You’re so beautiful,” Cade said, his voice growing hoarse with emotion.

      “As are you, Cade. Let us go now before I die of hunger.”

      She turned and entered the shelter, her sleek body disappearing momentarily. Cade wanted to follow, but walked to Bellows first, smacking the boar on his flank. “Bellows! Stand guard! Make sure nothing comes near Camp Casmeer this night, okay? If you do, I’ll let you eat more food then you’ve ever had tomorrow.”

      It was Cade’s final words that roused the beast. He couldn’t talk, but understanding their commands seemed part of the pet and master bond. The huge boar snuffled his nose a few times then bounded out toward the hill where the battle had been waged.

      The slight anxiety Cade felt, the constant worry they might be in danger, subsided. He entered the shelter and found Satemi reclining amid the furs. She was touching herself coyly, waiting for him to join.

      He lay beside her, and they kissed once more, placing their hands on each other’s bodies.

      Her skin was warm and taut, like a springboard of vitality. Her sex felt hot against his fingers, and he found her slit wet and inviting. Cade explored her pussy at length, each feature unique and cherished. Satemi’s hand found his cock and stroked it gently, seeming to revel in every inch of him.

      They played like this for a time, the tension building as their arousal increased. Then she lay back and spread her legs for him, and with a single moan told him she was ready for all of him.

      Cade climbed to his knees, running his hands along the length of her legs. He stroked her inner thighs, soft and smooth. She moaned as he leaned down and kissed her pussy once, briefly, then rose to mount her.

      Suddenly, a terrible roar erupted from the forest beyond, shattering the stillness of the night. Cade froze even though the sound was far away and they were in no immediate danger. With a pang of fear, he listened to the reverberations of the wild cry. He would never forget the raging and tormented call of the Kotani Ma, the master of the jungle itself.

      But when he looked down to Satemi, he saw her eyes still yielding, still waiting for him. There would be more danger in this world, enough to last ten lifetimes. The great ape monster would need to be dealt with, and Cade knew that Vormer would retaliate after the loss of his prized demoness and ranks of fallen abyss creatures.

      Those all could wait though, for tonight, he’d promised himself to Satemi.

      So with great satisfaction, and all the patience the occasion called for, Cade slid inside the woman he’d grown so fond of. And as their bodies began to move together in that first and oldest dance, Cade allowed himself to enjoy every second of his new and amazing life.
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      Gemma hid in the shadow of the nearest earth clast, a large jagged formation of crystal and stone like so many others in the fields of ruin.

      No plant grew in the endless wreckage of the Final War, and only the Neemashi tribes remained here, hunting the few Calistine Worms that could still be found, storing rainwater in long-abandoned cisterns to sustain themselves.

      The Basalt Dragon landed heavily, tearing up the rocky ground so near that Gemma and her sister Vinda could feel its shuddering heart fire burning. The air thrummed with the infernal life source. The dragons fed on the minerals that grew so plentifully across these wastelands, but there was another resource they needed to thrive. The Neemashi burned hot with ether taken from the worms. And of course, the dragons needed the ether.

      Life was hard existing in the middle of a narrow food chain. Few other species frequented their lands, and so the Neemashi clung to life stubbornly.

      Gemma looked to her sister, held her flat against the stone of the earth clast. If they remained silent, the dragon would move on as they always did.

      But Vinda was terrified. Her cobalt-colored eyes flared with excitement. The girl couldn’t help herself. She shook with fear and already, the bright stripes of her body’s fire already stoking.

      Gemma shook her head, eyes pleading. She mouthed the words, “It’s okay. Calm down.” It was no use though, for as soon as the Basalt Dragon sniffed the air, its great lungs pulsing with life, Vinda lit up like the sun on a Flare Day.

      The dragon turned its head, hearing the combustion of Vinda’s ether. It sounded like a torch doused in liquid ether bursting to life, far from a quiet transformation. Vinda’s body thickened, muscles tensing and bunching together. Her legs buckled beneath her and a wavering mane of black and orange flame leapt out in the distinct pattern that Gemma had grown so fond of. Every Neemashi had their own pattern, like the striped cats of the jungles their people still told about in legend. Each of them was distinct.

      The dragon bellowed, turning and bounding toward them. It would be on them in moments. And Gemma had only one option. There was no way any dragon would take her sister while she yet lived.

      Igniting her own heart fire, Gemma transformed, her claws and fangs distending further as she fell into her cat form. Gemma’s fire burned brighter than her sister’s, and rather than run away, she sprinted toward the dragon. Staring into the beast’s ether blue eyes, she knew her life teetered on the brink.

      At the last second, she veered to one side, kiting the massive dragon away from her sister. Follow me, beast! Follow me!

      No need to hear her thoughts, the dragon pursued Gemma. Its larger form was easily capable of outrunning the smaller Neemashi. Gemma had learned a great many tricks in her years, though, and before this was over, she would turn and fight.

      She ran to a nearby earth clast, darting around it to hide. The dragon predictably shouldered through the crystalline spire, but as it did so, Gemma leapt, raking its belly with her claws. These she infused with a great portion of her ether stores, extending the claws deep into the dragon’s innards.

      To kill a Basalt Dragon was rare. More than a generation had passed since one of their people managed the feat. Gemma would be damned if she didn’t try.

      The beast roared, white and blue flames scoring the air in a display of its pain. Take that! Teach you not to go after the Neemashi tribe! Gemma thought, and she sped away in a new direction, now leading the dragon far away from her sister.

      Another clast lay ahead, and Gemma reached it just in time. The Basalt Dragon reared up and used the flat expanse of its head to blast the tower of stone to pieces. She had guessed this move as well. In a bright flash, Gemma teleported, her form flickering in and out of this dimension, the shards of stone flying past her harmlessly. And as the dragon shook its head to recover from the blow, she lashed out, expending more valuable ether into her barbed tail. It struck the side of the dragon, piercing its tough hide and scoring a deep wound along its ribs. Not deep enough though, and the dragon turned on her once more and followed her retreat.

      It was limping though. And Gemma had half of her stored ether remaining. She could destroy the beast, ruin it completely.

      The sky above cracked open, a bolt of searing lightning falling into the plain before her. Gemma glanced up to see the rapid formation of clouds. Then the rain fell in sheets.

      Floods were common in the wasteland, and though each flood washed away a little bit more of the ruin that had overtaken the world, it also extinguished the fire of the Neemashi. Gemma felt her flames sizzle and flicker, disappearing in moments. Along with it, the magic that fueled her cat form evaporated, and Gemma’s body bent to reshape itself.

      Once more, she stood in her human skin, the Basalt Dragon pounding across the plain to destroy her. She’d done everything in her power to destroy it, yet she could not control the weather itself. She’d already ran over half a league away, however, and she knew Vinda was safe, would return to their village and tell the tale of how Gemma Steelshard nearly defeated a Basalt Dragon alone.

      Gemma faced the dragon, watched its length undulate in rapid strides, its plated body moving like a worm, like the Neemashi’s tails, like every angular and unyielding surface in this world.

      And even in the face of her own demise, she found it beautiful.

      She held out her hand - not in a futile gesture to ward off the impending beast, and not to block it from her view - Gemma reached instead to greet whatever would come next.

      The dragon fell on her, taking her body in its mouth and tearing it apart.

      All was black, and all moved with the inexorable force of an ocean. She was swept in its tide and revelled in its endless freedom. Then a charged pop, and Gemma felt her body reforming from a thousand thousand pinpricks of ether colliding back into place.

      When she could see again and the agony of rebirth finished, Gemma blinked, floating in a gray void. And a purple cloud popped up before her, greeting her in a strange tongue she somehow knew. “Welcome, Gemma Steelshard, and congratulations. You have been selected by the Interdimensional Council to be resurrected and spawned within the world of Antinium.”
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